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Executive Summary
1

Chamber Tots in the Community is in its 9th year. It is therefore a very established programme.

2

The project provides children with opportunities to listen to and participate in activity of high
musical quality.

3

The children are aged between 3 and 4 years at the start of the programme. The children are diverse
in race, ethnicity and religion, and many have English as an additional language. The economic
circumstances of the children also vary. These factors influence how they are able to engage with
the programme.

4

Most of the 9 groups were nursery classes, two based in children’s centres and the rest attached to
primary schools. They are located in two London Boroughs serving distinct and varied local
communities.

5

The early years practitioners in the settings vary in their level of qualification and experience. Some
have qualified teacher status, some have minimal formal qualifications.

6

The CT Programme is led by an experienced team of musicians, two of whom are highly
experienced. The regular inclusion of trainees on the programme sustains a team of musicians
trained in the programme content, pedagogy and ethos.

7

The programme employs a team of players representing strings, wind and percussion. Most have
worked on the programme before and so are knowledgeable and experienced.

8

The programme has a complex structure with many different elements. It incorporates musicians,
players, early years practitioners, children, parents, trainees and managers. It includes training for
the players, trainees, children, parents and practitioners and different types of sessions for these
different purposes.

9

The programme has developed over the years in response to evaluation, mostly in the form of
incremental development rather than substantive development to its overall structure and aims.

10 The programme content was originally designed at its inception, with small modifications in
subsequent years. The content is focused on a core set of songs, experiential learning of the
elements of music and the visits by 3 groups of chamber players. The aim to introduce live chamber
music to young children is in keeping with Wigmore Hall as a national venue for chamber music.
11 The fixed structure of the programme allows the many different adult partners to navigate it easily
but can lack flexibility to the differentiated needs of the children and settings.
12 Most of the children learn to sing some parts of a core set of songs. With more attention to
children’s vocal development, more children could sing more of the songs more successfully.
13 The early years practitioners learn the core set of songs and most incorporate those songs in to
their practice. The expansion of singing repertoire is one of the main legacies of the project.
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14 The children have extended opportunities to use instruments both in structured and semistructured activities.
15 The practitioners learn more about how to use educational percussion instruments in practice and
some incorporate some changes in their practice. The expansion of instrumental activity is one of
the main legacies of the project.
16 A sample group of children were mostly engaged in the CT activities and some children were very
engaged for a majority of the time. Certain activities (adult-led song singing, instrumental playing
and performance) appeared more successful at engaging the children than others (free-play, story
telling).
17 The CT Programme provides children with enrichment experiences that would not normally be
available to them: the activities and performances by high quality musicians and the participatory
concert occasion at the Wigmore Hall. Enrichment and quality of musical experience are important
benefits of the programme.
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Introduction
The Chamber Tots Programme
Chamber Tots was launched by Wigmore Hall in 1998 as part of its Community and Education Programme
with the purpose of addressing a perceived gap in the provision of music education in early years
settings. As well as aiming to provide musical and educational experiences for children, the project
has also aimed to provide teachers and staff working in those settings with professional development
opportunities enabling them to provide music in their setting. It has also offered professional
development for young musicians (mainly conservatoire students) and more recently trainee
workshop leaders.
Initially, the project involved an annual programme of public workshops at Wigmore Hall for parents and
young children. These were very successful, generating considerable demand and interest and have
become an ongoing, well-established and popular part of the Hall’s programme.
It quickly became clear that these workshops were only accessible to a narrow range of children and
parents and Wigmore Hall felt the need to develop another strand to the Chamber Tots Programme,
Chamber Tots in the Community. This commenced in autumn 2000 and provides a short series of
workshops, training opportunities for nursery staff and a celebratory event in Wigmore Hall for
nurseries located in certain London boroughs. In 2009 the project worked in the boroughs of
Westminster and Hackney. The Chamber Tots series of workshops is led by a workshop leader
assisted by young musicians from three ensembles who provide performance listening opportunities
for the children.
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Method
Following detailed discussion with the manager and two lead members of the Chamber Tots team, it was
decided that the research should have two broad but interrelated aims:
1

To provide information which will enable the education team to develop their work.

2

To provide evidence which will support claims for the quality of the work to external parties.

To fulfill these aims the research had 3 dimensions:

1 Review
There is currently an emphasis in early years music activity on demonstrating the non-musical gains
of participating in musical activity. This review provides a very brief survey of some of the background
research, taking a perspective that has most relevance to Chamber Tots. The review aims to
contribute to the process of identifying a principled position for CT that will inform its decisions
concerning practical work. It is hoped that the principled position will also contribute to a rationale
for a distinctive CT approach to early years music that will support claims for the quality of the work
to external parties.

2 Assessment of Project
This element of the research provides specific and detailed information that will support the team in
developing their work. It also provides evidence that links with the review section in defining a
‘principled position’ for the quality of work.
Characteristics of the settings visited by the CT Programme were assembled to provide contextual
information. Aspects of the children’s musical participation and levels of involvement in the project
activities have been assessed. This information is analysed and discussed. The influence of the project
on practice in the settings has also been assessed to provide feedback information for the team.
Detail of Methods
•

Tracking 4 randomly selected children from 5 settings, including description of participation using
a ‘levels of engagement’ proforma

•

Information from Action Research project

•

Musical Environment Rating Scale applied in all 9 settings

•

Interviews with selected setting staff in all 9 settings at the start and conclusion of project
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3 Continuing Professional Development of Chamber Tots Team
The research was also committed to developing the professional practice of the musicians working on the
CT project. For this purpose an action research dimension was included which, in this report, is further
integrated with the literature review and assessment strands of the research. The focus and direction of
the action research was guided by the CT team.
Detail of Methods
•

Recording and review of practical activity using photos, observation notes, photo movie clips and
video recording

•

Team seminar days

The research processes were covered by the guidelines for ethical research as issued by the University of
Exeter, Graduate School of Education. All participants in the research were asked to sign consent forms
which guaranteed confidentiality.
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PART 1: Review
Over the past 15 years much activity and interest has been devoted to the possibility that learning in
music has non-music cognitive benefits. The idea that music makes children ‘smarter’ or improves their
abilities in literacy and numeracy has taken a firm hold in public and political thinking. Such is the
conviction behind this idea, that research and evaluation is often commissioned to find evidence of what
has come to be a taken-for-granted truth.
Schellenberg (2006) in a chapter on music and its non-music consequences, asks why do people care
about the non-musical side effects of music? He asks whether there is similar interest in the benefits of
maths or literacy learning on music. Reversed in this way, the question highlights the relative status of
different subject areas and also the difficulty of identifying music as an intellectual discipline with
intrinsic value. When education is narrowly orientated, as it currently is, towards the utilitarian purpose
of preparing children for the future workforce, the value of music is considerably lowered. In such times,
to find vicarious value for music seems attractive, particularly when it might offer a short-cut means to
improve social and traditional academic skills. It is misleading – and ultimately does a disservice to
children – to hold out the promise of quick fix solutions to what are complex problems of
underachievement deeply set in much wider social and economic issues.
To have evidence of positive impact and the wider benefits of music is highly attractive to arts and music
organisations because it may offer the muscle of convincing arguments for advocacy and promotion. For
arts organisations operating relatively independently and dependent on short-term funding grants, to
have evidence of positive effectiveness of their work is clearly advantageous. But this too is a short-term
option. To reinforce music’s non-music benefits perpetuates a situation in which music is devalued. The
alternative is to take on the more difficult task of arguing consistently for music’s equal status as a
discipline with benefits that are undoubtedly to be gained but in ‘softer’ areas of humanitarian, emotional,
creative and aesthetic ideals; ideals which carry less clout in the current political/education climate.
What complicates the picture further is that there is a plethora of studies that have explored aspects of
music’s effect on non-musical aspects and arrived at convincing findings. It can be difficult to resist the
pull of what seem to be easy-win arguments to support more music for more children. Many have been
carried out in carefully controlled conditions and with rigorous attention to procedure but unfortunately,
many have also been carried out with less than rigorous procedures. Indeed, many do demonstrate
improved skills in performing non-musical tasks as a consequence of certain forms of musical training
and experience. Collating, picking through and sorting out the grain from the chaff in these studies is a
long-winded, painstaking and skilful process. Fortunately much of this has been done by scholars such
as Schellenberg (2004, 2006) who has written some clear-headed and highly valuable overviews of
existing research. This review leans heavily on his analyses.
In sorting wheat from chaff, the first task is to find studies that have focussed on young children. By far
the majority of studies involve adults and older children and findings cannot be automatically assumed to
transfer to younger children. Indeed, this applies to the original Mozart study, carried out with adults,
which has fuelled some of the erroneous and exaggerated claims for music’s extra-musical benefits,
named the ‘Mozart Effect’ (Rauscher, 2002). It is now widely accepted that the so-called Mozart effect was
due to a temporary higher state of alertness and concentration as a result of listening to music [in contrast
to white noise as the control group participants listened to] rather than any direct effect of the music.
9

The second task is to find studies that focus on the kind of music learning experiences that are usually
included in CT musical activity – group song-singing, rhythm activities, free play with instruments and
listening to live performance. The largest group of studies have been carried out in Canada and the USA
where the context for music education is quite different. Supported, for the most part, by music schools
and conservatories the studies have focussed on slightly older children receiving instrumental lessons or
organised group lessons usually framed by a particular method (Kodály is a common method). One of
Schellenberg’s key arguments is that children who opt for and maintain instrumental lessons and attend
extra-curricular music classes [the sample children for many of the US and Canadian studies therefore]
tend to be children who are predisposed to higher achievement. In other words, children who receive
instrumental lessons and stick at them, are probably also those who will also stick at and achieve in
literacy and numeracy tasks. To discover that children who receive instrumental lessons also perform
well in other tests, probably says nothing about the music and more about the family circumstances for
children who are supported by their parents to learn instruments and motivated to continue.
One of the most robust and widely quoted studies was carried out by Schellenberg with a sample of 144
6-year-olds recruited by advertisement who were allocated to one of four extra-curricular groups –
keyboard lessons, singing lessons (Kodaly), drama lessons and no lessons (Schellenberg, 2004). The
lessons were given at the Toronto Royal Conservatory of Music by experienced and certified
professionals. The lessons lasted for 36 weeks (a full academic year). The children were given a wide
range of tests before the lessons started and when they finished. In a nutshell, the children who had
received the music lessons showed very small, but reliable, increased abilities in general intelligence
tests and in some of the subtests that measured specific areas of performance associated with increased
intellectual ability. The children who received the other forms of lessons did not show these increases.
Schellenberg urges caution, emphasising that the increases are very small, that the children were mainly
from settled, lower middle to upper middle class backgrounds and that the lessons were extra-curricular.
In comparison with the CT Programme, the effects were noted with older children (6-year-olds) and after
a full year of weekly lessons, rather than a short-term project. While heeding Schellenberg’s
reservations, this study did find small gains which match similar small gains in specific skill areas
associated with literacy and numeracy that have been revealed in smaller-scale, rigorous studies carried
out with older children (see Hallam, undated). The main points, however, are that the music input tends
to take the form of a regular and fairly long-term series of lessons for learning an instrument or Kodálytype lessons with singing and rhythmic skill training. These lessons would tend towards the ‘drill and
skill’ end of music education, less in keeping with the nature of musical experiences that the CT
Programme is dedicated to providing.
Youth Music commissioned its own study to explore the extra-musical effects of music instruction on
preschool children (Youth Music, undated). However the methods employed in this research assessed
the children with a series of baseline tests at the start of the project and at its conclusion, two years later.
It would be unthinkable that children would not make progress in language, number and social skills
between the ages of 2/3 years to 4/5 years (unless severely disabled). Certainly without any kind of
rigorous comparison procedure, there is no way that the musical input – half an hour per week – can be
causally linked with the children’s development in other non-music areas. The report has since been
widely promoted through Youth Music’s publicity and widely quoted in the UK.
Does this use of unreliable evidence matter? Arguably, if the aim is to provide more music to more
children, then to be able to muster evidence if it convinces those who hold purse-strings may be justified.
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Academics, after all, tend to take a nit-picking, some may think unhelpfully pedantic, perspective.
However, I am certain that good quality musical experiences that engage and excite young children
enhance and enrich their lives in every respect – not just in the narrow channels of educational
achievement, but in all areas. I am, however, dismayed at the quantity of misinformation that circulates
without question as to its reliability. This results in a diminishing of quality, not raising of quality. It results
in the promise of quick-fix approaches that have no substance, serve to disguise the real causes of
children’s social and educational difficulties and also downgrade music to a utilitarian tool, emphasizing
its drill and skill aspects.
In conclusion, there are some very small findings from reliable studies that might relate to preschool
children that suggest that certain forms of musical activity can result in wider, cognitive gains. The
cognitive gains were assessable after consistent programmes of regular input, usually around a year, in
which musical skills were a prominent component. The CT Programme, like many similar, is of shorter
duration. It focuses on communal song-singing, participatory musical experiences involving live chamber
music performances and creative music-making and although children’s formal musical skills are likely to
increase, this is not the primary focus.
Moreover, and most importantly, the intrinsic benefits of music tend to be overlooked – the ‘softer’ gains
mentioned earlier of humanitarian, aesthetic, imaginative and emotional qualities – that are arguably
central to a quality education that seeks to educate well-rounded, independently and creatively minded
individuals. If Wigmore Hall, as an organisation, stands for and upholds musical values of ‘music for
music’s sake’, to put it simply, then these values, I would suggest, will also underpin and permeate its
educational work. This may be a braver stance to adopt, going against the tide of current educational and
political directions, but one which, in my view, ultimately has more integrity and sits more truly with the
nature and quality of the work Wigmore Hall Learning has developed. It would give Chamber Tots in the
Community a distinct identity and ‘value-banner’ under which to continue its work.
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PART 2: Assessment of the Project
This next section reports in detail on the research carried out in the settings. It first provides information
from observations of practical work carried out by the two researchers in various settings. For those
unfamiliar with Chamber Tots work, to start with the observations usefully provides a window on to the
work itself.

Observations
In the course of visits to settings, both researchers observed sessions in action and also made some
recordings that could be reviewed and discussed. This was important not only to give a background
understanding of the whole project, but also gave insight into the structure, content, working practices
and conditions of the CT team in action.

Overall Structure
The CT Programme has evolved a successful structure for visits which last approximately 2 hours. The
usual format consists of a circle time session of about an hour, followed by a free-play session and then,
usually, a shorter concluding circle time. In the circle time session adult-led activities predominate
presented to a fairly large group of children who participate in a disciplined and conforming way. This
circle time includes songs, with activities involving movement and small instruments. When the players
visit the sessions, they accompany the songs, contribute to the activities by playing, sometimes by
leading movement-based or listening activities, present their instruments in focused look and listen
activities and perform pieces of repertoire selected for this purpose.
The free-play session offers the children self-initiated play with instruments and instrument making
activities alongside their usual selection of activities for free-play times. Usually a range of educational
percussion instruments were set up (outside in fine weather) and children could initiate play. The CT
musicians were available to partner and support the play if appropriate.

Song Repertoire and Singing
The song repertoire of the CT Programme is central. The programme revolves around a set of key
‘signature’ songs which are used repeatedly and are known by the three chamber groups who each visit
the settings for individual sessions. The songs, collectively, are suitable for the ages being, for the most
part, limited in pitch range with short phrases, often repeated in simple structure and fairly simple words.
They present a mix of modes and are rhythmically interesting. In early years music education there is
often a balance to be struck between selecting song repertoire which ‘fits’ with the children’s singing
capabilities in developmental terms (limited pitch range, simple melodic turns, short phrases, and simple
structure) and offering musical interest and variety. In my view the CT repertoire achieves this very
successfully.
At the final performance day at Wigmore Hall, I was able to listen attentively to three children singing.
For example:
Child A: Joined in with ‘My dog is a good dog’, sat on the edge of her chair, bouncing up and down
using the levered chair to assist the movement. She could sing the first phrases and concluding
phrase of the song, and sing them at the correct pitch, but struggled to sing words and melody for the
middle section, although she was attempting to.
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Child B: Sat back in his chair, allowing it to tip up with his legs crossed in the top edge of the seat. He
showed little participation in the song although watched the stage with a steady gaze and appeared
absorbed in what was happening.
Child C: Joined in with ‘yes he is’, the slow, hook line of the song, but had difficulty pitch matching and
although mouthed a little with the rest of the song, appeared not to be able to sing the remainder. He
sat squarely on his seat, and watched the stage.
This range of singing participation would be expected from a group of children. However, Child A, who
was observably a competent singer, motivated to participate and learn, might have been able to sing the
song in full. The fact that she struggled with the middle portion tends to suggest that she has not had a
chance to learn how to sing the words and melody and that more thought to how children are learning
the songs might achieve this. From observations, the songs were often sung at too fast a pace for the
children to ‘get on board’ with words, melody and other detail.

Instrumental Activities
The CT circle time work includes a number of activities using educational percussion instruments. Some
of these are integrated with songs which assist with the structuring of turns and play-stop patterns
necessary when working with a large group of children. The instrument-play in these activities often
enacts the contrasts of musical elements – fast/slow, loud/soft – that are also a core component of the
CT Programme.
The free play sessions introduce opportunities for children’s self-initiated play with instruments
supported by interactive play with adults. This approach to music education practice represents a
contemporary approach which is interested in stimulating and supporting the children’s own, imaginative
musical ideas (Young, 2000). It is based on the principle of encouraging productive rather than
reproductive activity and thereby offers an important balance to the more formal, structured sessions of
the circle time. Additional instrument-making activities are usually included in the free-play times.
A workshop leader is sitting outside, on a small rug, with a small collection of untuned percussion
instruments; mostly dry wooden sounds. One boy plays a short sequence of taps, to produce a simple
rhythm on a two-tone woodblock. The adult replies with a very similar rhythmic sequence with a pair
of claves. There is a moment’s pause while the boy looks at him and then repeats much the same
rhythm sequence. Again, it is echoed by the adult – exactly this time. The turn-taking settles in to the
same rhythm repeated back and forth between the two of them four times. Then the adult changes
the rhythm slightly. The boy pauses, looks up, laughs, drops the woodblock and runs off.

Chamber Music Performance
In many respects, the main purpose of the CT Programme is to take chamber music out to the children in
the settings. The children receive visits from three different ensembles on three separate occasions.
Each ensemble presents a different instrument type – violin and guitar, woodwind ensemble and
percussion. The researchers’ observation visits included the session given by the percussion duo and
one seminar day video clip showed the violin and guitar duo in action.
The players accompany the songs, considerably adding to the musical interest and variety of the songs,
they improvise for activities (often those emphasizing contrasts) and present short performances of
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suitable repertoire. The repertoire, in turn, sometimes leads in to short activities. The players then take
part in the free-play sessions.
How players might be integrated in to early years practice has been the focus of interest and attention in
recent early years music education projects, notably the Association of British Orchestras (ABO) cluster
programme run in partnership with Youth Music (Hennessy, Lowson, McCollough & Young, 2008). In this
programme orchestral players visited selected early years settings to work with preschool children.
Orchestras working in education have moved on from the idea of providing concerts designed for children
to the notion of players moving in to the community to work in more integrated and flexible ways.
Chamber Tots with 9 years of experience including modifications based on evaluation has evolved
thoughtfully in to a developed, and as yet unique, way for players to work in early years educational
settings. Their approach requires players to use their playing skills in a range of ways so that their
playing can be accessible to the young children.
The percussion duo has the advantage of presenting performances that have an immediacy and they
were often the ensemble singled out as the most exciting in practitioners’ interviews. However, the work
of the string duo showed an imaginative understanding of how to draw children in to participating in their
performance through movement and visual imagery. Their approach enabled repeat hearings of short
phrases so that children could gain direct experience of being ‘inside’ the music, enacting it rather than
just passively listening. The work of the wind ensemble was not witnessed directly.
Elena and Javier are working with a small group of three to four-year-olds in quite a small space. The
workshop leader and a member of staff are also present. Elena introduces the idea of a spider that
bites. ‘Ouch!’ she says loudly and scrunches up tensely as if bitten. She then plays a short violin
phrase that arrives at a sharp accent, the ‘ouch!’ The children are invited to listen and then join in with
the ‘ouch!’. They can wriggle their fingers to be spiders for the fast movement of the phrase. There are
repeat phrases, so the children must listen for each end of phrase and time their responses. The
activity engages the children and excites them.
The fast phrases contrast with slower, lyrical phrases for which the children are invited to move slowly
and waft their arms like bird-wings. For this, they are less sure what movement to make and look
around to imitate the modeled movements of the adults.

Elements of Music
A core aspect of the CT approach is what might be termed an ‘elements of music’ approach whereby
activities are designed to introduce the children to contrasts such as fast/slow, loud/soft, high/low.
These activities provide practical experience of the elements through listening, moving, singing and
playing instruments. These multi-modal experiences of the musical contrasts are then consolidated
through activities in which children individually demonstrate their understanding by ‘leading’ the
activities. In music education theory there has been some criticism of the ‘elements’ of music approach
because it is artificially reduces music to isolated qualities that make little real musical sense. Many
prefer a comparative approach – faster than, slower than – and one which combines the elements as sets
of characteristics – the music is lower, louder and faster here.
The workshop leader introduces the idea of holding both hands out wide to indicate loud singing and
then bringing them in, centre-body, to almost touch, for the quietest singing. He models this activity
14

while everyone sings a song at different dynamics, matching the gesture and then following the
dynamics indicated by the gesture. Children are invited to lead the activity. A first child asks to be
chosen, but it soon becomes clear she has not grasped the concept of the activity and so the early
years practitioner holds her hands to make the gestures for her. A second child takes a turn, has
understood the loud-soft contrasts and enjoys leading the whole group.

Movement Activities
The circle time activities include a range of opportunities for children to move to music, either movement
activities to songs or to move to the playing of visiting chamber players. To move to music is a key
learning strategy for young children as the children can enact the music, directly absorbing the rhythms,
dynamic and other musical qualities through embodied experience – as in the spider and bird movements
to accompany the string duo playing described on the previous page. The movement ideas incorporated
by the workshop leaders were often very imaginative.
One of the challenges of working in movement with young children is that due to smaller physique their
natural physical tempo is often quite different to the adults who are working with them. Therefore, the
adult cannot model activities for the children without risk of modelling at a tempo and movement size
that is inappropriate for the children’s smaller physique and coordination capabilities. This also means
that selection of tempo for songs and performed music needs careful thought. The slower tempo which
may suit children’s singing capabilities may then be too slow for their movement and adjustments made
according to the learning purpose underpinning each singing of the song.
Imagery was often used as a stimulus for movement; suggestions that the children move like certain
animals was a common strategy. With some of the more obscure imagery it was doubtful whether
children had enough direct understanding (and perhaps linguistic comprehension) of the animal or thing
suggested to be able to convert this in to a representation of qualities and style of bodily movement. In
the sessions observed, children sometimes appeared to be looking for an adult model to imitate when
moving, rather than generating their own ideas.

Space, Time, Resources, Groups
There was often an understandable desire on the part of setting staff to include as many children as
possible in CT experiences, to maximise the benefits, with the result that groups were often large.
Working with larger group sizes can have an adverse affect on quality of experience for the children. There
is a widespread view that music for young children is simply about watching, listening and following,
more in the style of entertainment and less about facilitating individual children’s active musical
participation, providing individual experience and facilitating learning. Music as entertainment can
accommodate large groups; music as active participation enabling quality experience and learning
benefits smaller groups. Again, a principled rationale based on quality musical experience ‘for music’s
sake’ may bolster the team in negotiating smaller group sizes when necessary.
Instrumental resources were limited in several settings because CT relies on instruments as available in
the setting. It is therefore more difficult to model ‘good practice’ in terms of obtaining and using good
instruments. No forms of technology were incorporated in to practice, either directly to enhance or
extend children’s experience, or as a means to enhance observation and self-evaluation.
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The Early Years Settings
This next section presents demographic information about the settings and populations of children. This
information is pertinent because, as becomes apparent, there are characteristics about the population of
children Chamber Tots is working with which impinge on the children’s engagement and also hold
implications for future development of the work.
The early years settings, mainly nursery classes, which took part in Chamber Tots 2009 were located in
different London areas, each with its own mix of ethnicities and socio-economic circumstances. The
following tables set out details for each setting.
Number of
children

age
min

age
max

% speaking
EAL

Nursery
teachers

Nursery
nurses

Christ Church
Bentinck Primary

37

3

4

90.00

1

1

0

Clapton Park
Children’s Centre

15

3

5

25.00

1

1

3

Edward Wilson
Primary

40

3

5

95.00

3

2

2

Our Lady and
St Joseph’s Primary

24

3.5

4.5

25.00

1

1

1

Paddington Green
Primary

34

3.1

4.5

98.00

1

1

2

Randal Cremer
Primary

30

3

4

60.00

2

3

5

St Clement Dane’s
Primary

16

3

4

12.00

1

0

1

St James and
St Michaels

43

3

5

93.00

2

0

4

Wetherell Children’s
Centre

22

3

5

12.00

1

0

3
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age max

Ed Wilson
Clapton Pk
Christch B
0

1

2

3

4

5

6
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All the settings contained a proportion of children who spoke English as an additional language, in one
case 98%. Staff did not identify exact numbers of each racial group, but the list below gives an idea of
the diversity to be found in the various nurseries.
Ethnicity
Christ Church Bentinck Primary

Asian, Afro-Caribbean, Chinese, White

Clapton Park Children’s Centre

White, Black, Asian

Edward Wilson Primary

Bengali, Arabic speaking, White

Our Lady and St Joseph’s Primary

Afro-Caribbean, Polish, Asian, Turkish, more than 50% are half British

Paddington Green Primary

Arabic, Kurdish, Bengali, Albanian, 2 white British

Randal Cremer Primary

African, Turkish, Somali, Afro-Caribbean, Bengali, English

St Clement Dane’s Primary

Bengali, Albanian, Lithuanian, South African, French/Turkish, Punjabi

St James and St Michaels

S. American, Asian, African, Eastern European: only 4 speak English
most others speak 2/3` languages

Wetherell Children’s Centre

mainly White, 2 Swedish, 1 from Guatemala, 1 Asian, 3 Black
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Again, staff tended to make only generalised comments about the type of catchment area and population
in their nurseries, but once more these indicate a wide range, from very poor to fairly affluent families.
Socio-economic status
Christ Church Bentinck Primary

Quite poor, and many mothers don’t speak English

Clapton Park Children’s Centre

Very mixed, on boundary between affluent and poor areas, maybe some asylum
seekers

Edward Wilson Primary

Quite poor, most have free school meals

Our Lady and St Joseph’s Primary

Very mixed, on boundary between affluent and poor areas

Paddington Green Primary

Many on income support, and/or temporary housing

Randal Cremer Primary

Some refugees and long term immigrants

St Clement Dane’s Primary

1 child has free school meals, a few in council accommodation

St James and St Michaels

Probably 1 or 2 refugees, probably some in temporary accommodation

Wetherell Children’s Centre

Reasonably affluent: all parents employed

Tracking a sample of children
In order to investigate children’s participation in the CT Programme, it was necessary to have detailed
information about how they engaged with the activities offered to them. For this purpose, gathering indepth information from a smaller sample of children was considered practical and preferable to
attempting to gather information from all children, which risked being superficial. Written instructions for
tracking a sample of children were issued to all the CT team which were then passed on to any EY
practitioners who were also involved.

Procedure
Selection of children
Four children from five settings were selected at random. Of the two settings visited by each workshop
leader, one was selected: two in the case of John Webb who visited more settings. Random selection was
emphasised as being more important than trying to achieve some kind of equal representation in the
sample. However, if the parents of a child selected at random did not agree to their child being observed,
another child could be selected at random.
Each setting was asked to complete a form providing basic background information on each of the four
selected children (age, ethnicity etc.)
Method of observation
The instructions for observation were as follows:
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•

Observe each of the 4 children for 2 minutes at a time

•

Observe each child 3 times per half hour (ie approx every 10 minutes)

•

Record each observation on the child observation sheet

•

Enter decision re dominant level of involvement for each 2 minute observation by ticking the
appropriate box.

The Child Involvement Scale (pioneered by Professor Ferre Laevers of Leuven University, Belgium,
[Laevers, undated]) is an observation method which aims to measure the level of a child’s involvement in
an activity. It is child focused and attempts to assess the process, rather than concentrating on outcomes.
Young children regularly become absorbed in what they are doing and Professor Laevers believes that an
involved child is gaining a deep, motivated, intense and long-term learning experience. He bases his
theories on the understanding that the richest experiences and most productive learning occurs when we
are so involved with something that we ‘lose ourselves in it’.
The Involvement Scale uses a list of signals that are recorded on a five-point scale. These signals range
from Level One, ‘where a child may seem absent and display no energy, activity is simple, repetitive and
passive’, to Level Five, ‘where a child is concentrated, energetic and persistent with intense activity
revealing the greatest involvement’.
Level 1 – no involvement in the ongoing activity
Level 2 – intermittent, interrupted or minimal involvement
Level 3 – mainly continuous activity
Level 4 – continuous activity with some intense moments
Level 5 – sustained intense activity
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Information about children selected for observation
Setting code

child

Gender

Ethnicity

Age at
start 01.09

Mode of
attendance

Length of
attendance

Edward Wilson Primary

1
2
3
4

F
F
M
M

Kuwaiti
UK white
Sudanese
E European

3.5
3.11
3.8
4.0

FT
FT
FT
FT

0m
12 m
4m
0m

Christ Church Bentinck Primary

1
2
3
4

F
M
M
F

–
–
Bangladeshi
British

3.2
3.5
3.7
4.1

0.5
0.5
0.5
0.5

0m
0m
4m
12 m

Randal Cremer Primary

1
2
3
4

M
F
M
M

Turkish
Nigerian
Turkish
Ghanaian

4.1
4.2
4.2
4.2

FT
FT
FT
FT

–
–
–
–

St Clement Dane’s Primary

1
2
3
4

M
M
M
M

Bl African
Bengali
Bengali
Wh European

–
–
–
–

–
–
–
–

4m
4m
4m
3m

Wetherell Children’s Centre

1
2
3
4

Info
not
provided

Diverse
ethnicity

mean age
3.11

All settings collated

5F
11 M

4–0m
4 – 3/4 m
2 – 12 m

This information shows the ages and length of attendance in January 2009, just prior to the start of the
project. If these sample children are taken as representative of the children Chamber Tots works with
across the whole programme some interesting points emerge. The average age of children in January
2009 was 3 years 11 months [approximately 4 years 2 months when most first sessions take place]. Most
attended regularly, either in full-time or half-day attendance. Most children were fairly new to the setting
when the project commenced, having started in January or at the start of the Autumn term. Only two
children of the sample children had attended the setting for a whole year.
The ethnicity of the children is very diverse, with no obvious patterns emerging. It is likely that the
sample children are representative of the local community served by each individual setting. This
matches the general information about the settings assembled at the start of this section and confirms
the racial, religious and ethnic diversity of the children across the project as a whole, with some local
consistency. For example one setting served a community with a higher proportion of Middle Eastern
families, another a higher proportion of Turkish and black African families. Ethnic communities tend to
settle within specific, localised ‘zones’ of London and so each community has distinct characteristics.
Some of the settings serve majority Muslim communities and in a prior study carried out in children’s
centres serving similar communities, we discovered that parents may hold particular views about the
contribution of music to their children’s upbringing and may have particular values concerning the nature
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of songs, [particularly the topic], dancing and instrumental music [percussion and blown instruments]
that are appropriate for their children (Young & Street, 2009). Although this study did not extend to
interviewing the parents, we would anticipate similar findings and this may have a particular bearing on
how the children and parents receive, participate in and engage with the musical activities offered by the
CT Programme. For example, Muslim women attending the Chamber Tots event at Wigmore Hall were
observed to be more reticent in the movement activities than other participating parents.
Although the selection of children was random, there are 5 females and 11 males. The discrepancy
between the number of females and males, while it may be happenstance, may also be the result of a
recognised bias towards the selection of boys for observation (Ramachandran, 2004). There is often more
concern about boys in terms of behaviour and achievement and also the view, often implicit, that they will
be more outgoing, more interesting therefore to observe. So although in the procedures for observation
it was stipulated that the selection was to be entirely random, the higher number of boys might suggest
this was not in all cases adhered to.

Engagement levels in each setting and across each session
SETTING A
Child

Session
2/3/09

Session
20/3/09

Session
31/3/09

Session
30/4/09

Session
8/6/09

36C 6A

––

30C 9A

– 11A

20C 4A

4422

444

4––

1

2

2

4444

32–

4344

355

545

3

4333

345

Absent

544–

335

4

5

Absent

5555

–––

SETTING B
Session
4/3/09

Session
18/3/09

Session
1/4/09

Session
10/6/09

Session
26/6/09

11C 5A

10C 5A

11C 6A

13C 5A

9C 5A

1

1

3231

absent

35

324

2

1

2113

41

––

224

3

–

24–3

33

44

42–

4

5

4545

25

53

345

Child

C = children, A = adults
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SETTING C
Session
4/3/09

Session
16/3/09

Session
30/3/09

Session
27/4/09

Session
18/5/09

28C 4A

––

– 3A

30C 8A

26C 8A

1

122

1142

3341

532

2

5555

4343

521

4533

355

3

332

4412

332

343313

4355

4

3324

Child

3344

SETTING D
Session
11/3/09

Session
17/3/09

Session
22/4/09

Session
29/4/09

Session
3/6/09

13C 4A

16C 8A

17C 8A

18C 6A

?C 4A

1

4441

5555

3434

4455

4554

2

2123

54 23

4222

2215

–1

3

Absent

Absent

344

5555

–

4

Absent

314

3311

323

3422

Child

SETTING E
Session
26/2/09

Session
19/3/09

Session
2/4/09

Session
23/4/09

Session
21/5/09

Session
11/6/09

14C 5A

16C 6A

22C 7A

16C 8A

21C 13A

17C 5A

1

Absent

23345

555

23

33

334

2

44335

23432

555

22

44

321

3

23144

Absent

234

11

12

Absent

4

55335

33334

–55

31

33

––

Child

Comments
Although the engagement proformas were issued with detailed instructions as to procedure and criteria,
no training was given to ensure inter-rater consistency or reliability. The process was dependent on each
rater reading the instructions and applying them. Interpretations may have varied between different
observers. One child has been rated at level 5 (the highest score) across all observations in one setting
(as occurs in 3 instances). While this may be an accurate assessment of the children’s engagement, a
comparison with the other assessments suggests that the staff member observing may have been
positively biased in making these assessments.

1
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The member of staff assigned to do these observations was out of the setting that day.

General Patterns
The children for whom observations were made across the whole of the programme total only 6, one for
each setting with the exception of Setting C where 2 children were observed throughout. Where
observations were missing for individual children in certain weeks, some observers stated that they were
absent, on other occasions no reason was given, but the presumption would be that the children were
absent. The observations reveal the patchy attendance of many children which interrupts their
progression through the programme. Absence is more disruptive with the programme structure of
Chamber Tots which offers intensive input only on certain key weeks, rather than smaller, more regular
inputs. However, on the plus side, the repetitious nature of the CT Programme, with songs and activities
revisited with each visit therefore supports those children who are absent. Nevertheless, the lack of
consistent attendance is likely to have an effect on the children’s achievement and progression within the
programme.
Looking across the engagement levels for the 6 children for whom there are observations throughout the
programme, no obvious change in engagement occurs through the programme. This conclusion is
compounded when the other observed children are taken in to account, particularly when considered
alongside the patterns of absence.
However, the observation scores for some children show them to be often engaged at level 4 or level 5.
The programme is successful at engaging some of the children some of the time at a high level of
involvement and successful at engaging most of the children at a medium level of involvement. Other
factors need to be taken in to account; the young age of the children and how little time some of them
have spent in the settings, the diverse ethnicity of the children and that many of them have English as an
Additional Language (EAL). These are all factors which would tend to complicate the children’s ability to
engage with educational experiences offered to them in the nursery.
Setting A, Child 2

Small increase to more 5s at the end

Setting B, Child 4 No obvious change
Setting C, Child 2

No obvious change, consistently fairly high

Setting C, Child 3

No obvious change, consistently medium, with a small rise at the end

Setting D, Child 1 No obvious change, consistently high
Setting E, Child 2 Small decrease at the end
The programme does not appear to affect any changes in levels of engagement. Those children who were
fairly motivated, engaged and able to focus remained so throughout the programme and those who had
more difficulty to engage, remained so. The changes observed across the programme occurred only in
two children and one was a small increase, one a small decrease.
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High Engagement
The data was then revisited to focus on the points of high engagement and to note the nature of
activities. The highest number of level 5 engagements were recorded in adult-led singing. Adult-led
singing is one of the main activities and so, clearly, more observations of children participating in singing
activity were made. It may also be, simply, that involvement in singing is easier to identify. Involvement
may be less easy to identify in some other activities, such as free-play activity. I would also suggest that
for younger children, with less experience of the self-initiating play environments of nursery, the adultled singing could be the most engaging form of activity, given their age, experience, backgrounds and so
on. The circle and movement games, also adult-led activities, also resulted in high engagement.
Listening and watching the players also results in high levels of engagement, particularly in Setting A.
Here the engagement is of a different type. The children were often sitting quite still, watching intently.
This type of engagement has been noted from a study of children’s participation in interactive theatre and
described as ‘absorbed engagement’ (Young & Powers, 2008). For the young children’s interactive
theatre performances a contrast was made between ‘interactive engagement’ when children were taking
a more participatory, playful role in improvisatory forms of theatre and when children were ‘absorbed’
spectators to more structured performance by actors. These two forms of engagement may equally apply
to contributions by the CT musicians to the sessions and could assist in future planning. Musicians might
consider planning for a balance of ‘absorbed’ and ‘interactive’ engagement, learning to recognise the
indicators for each mode in the children’s responses and using this to self-evaluate their own work.
The fewer recorded levels of high engagement in freeplay (except for setting E) may, at face value,
suggest that the freeplay activity is less successful at involving the children. Engaging in self-initiated
play relies more on the children’s self-motivation in exploratory play, all additional dispositions for
learning which some children may find challenging, particularly if they have not been encouraged to play
freely at home and/or are not yet used to the free-play ethos of nursery settings. It also suggests that
‘high involvement’ is more difficult to identify in self-motivated play. However, from the additional
observational notes, it is significant that instances where adults partnered the children in freeplay
resulted in high involvement and demonstrates that responsive adult interaction supports children’s selfmotivated, exploratory play (Young, 2003).
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Singing

Listening,
watching players

Freeplay

Circle games,
movement games

other

Setting A

9

5

1

1

1

Setting B

4

–

1 (partnered play)
1

1

Setting C

6

1

–

3

Setting D

7

2

1

3

Setting E

3

1

4
1 (partnered play)

2

1 (story)

Singing

Listening,
watching players

Freeplay

Circle games,
movement games

other

1

2 (story)

Setting A
2

Setting B
Setting C

2

3

Setting D

1

2

Setting E

3

1

1
1
1
Level 1 engagement in relation to activity

Low Engagement and Final Points
The fewer instances of low engagement demonstrate that, in general terms, the CT Programme is
successful at engaging most of the children most of the time. This is a good achievement for any
programme, particularly when taking in to account the characteristics of the population of children the
programme is working with. The children taken as a whole are young, new to nursery education and are
likely to find the nursery context culturally and linguistically very different to their home backgrounds,
making it therefore more difficult for them to engage. The dry, objective reporting of quantitative data
should not detract from this achievement.
There are some points revealed in this collation of low engagement in relation to activity that give further
food for thought. There are few instances of low engagement in singing and a higher number in freeplay,
listening and watching players. Since both activities rely more on either self-motivation or the ability to
sit and observe with focussed but relatively passive attention (absorbed engagement), they might be the
type of activity which some children find more challenging. Arguably they are just the kinds of activities
children need to be introduced to because they support their abilities to initiate and sustain their own
self-motivated play and because they support their ability to listen with absorbed attention. Both are
important qualities for children to acquire if they are to participate successfully in early years education.
The few instances of the story resulting in low engagement might be due to difficulties comprehending
the story because many children do not have English as their first language.
The data also reveals that no significant changes in engagement occur as a result of taking part in CT
sessions. The children who tend to be motivated, and participate at a high level of engagement continue
to do so throughout the programme and vice versa, those who have some difficulties in engaging,
continue to do so and do not change. This finding was supported by the comments of one practitioner
who had more music education expertise:
“Some have gained a lot more because their interest level was there – there are still some who would sit
out, they’re not as excited about it.”
Contributory factors may be the patchy attendance on the part of children and the long periods between
the CT sessions which inhibit the chance for the programme to effect any identifiable changes.
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The Music Environment Rating Scale
One aim of the research, as already stated at the start of this report, was to investigate evidence of raised
quality in the musical experiences of young children as a consequence of the Chamber Tots programme
visiting their setting. Another aim was to provide the CT team with information to inform further
development of the programme. The Music Environment Rating Scale (MERS) is a pre and post project
evaluation scale which looks at provision for music within the setting itself. Using sets of pre-determined
criteria it assesses whether any changes in provision have occurred by the end of the project which can,
therefore, be implied to be the result of the project. The MERS looks at aspects of provision which lend
themselves to being objectively assessed and which are implied in providing quality musical experiences
for children. For example, a team of staff who know more songs and can lead them confidently by the end
of the project are likely to provide quality song-singing experiences for young children and this will extend
beyond the life of the project.
The MERS rating scale focuses on non-specialist early years music practice, rather than specialist. There
is little point, for example, enquiring about provision of live performance because this is likely to be
outside the scope of non-specialist practitioners. On the other hand, the scale does enquire about
resources for providing listening experiences (CD player, CD collections) by which means extended and
varied music-listening experiences could be provided day-to-day.
The shortcomings of the scale are that, like many rating scales which seek to provide quantitative and
easily displayable information, it reduces the elements of practice to simple criteria. Nevertheless the
quick display and review process enables certain points to emerge. A short discussion follows each
element of provision to provide more rounded detail and this is also expanded by reference to points
made in interviews.

Description of responses
In the scores given question by question in the following sections, the second score is always greater
than, or equal to the first in all cases except one (see Q4. This anomaly was probably caused by
interviewing a different staff member on the second visit.) The overall outcome is, therefore, that the
Chamber Tots programme certainly maintains and in many instances, increases the quality of provision
for music in all the settings visited. This will have subsequent benefits to the quality of musical
experience for all the children.
Two caveats need to precede the reporting. The scale relies on the reporting of practitioners and there
may be a tendency for practitioners to ‘talk up’ their practice, particularly when they know it is being
evaluated. The practitioners had all enjoyed the CT sessions and their high regard for the programme
may influence them in reporting how it had made a positive difference to their classes. However we tried
to conceal from them the scores that had been allocated on the first visit six months earlier, and we hoped
that they would not be able to recall exactly what they had reported on the first visit.
Inherent in this measuring system is the small problem that if the scores allocated on the first visit are
high, it may not be possible to record much improvement on the second. This may have been the case in
a few well-run and resourced nursery settings. This does not mean that the settings did not benefit and
greatly enjoy the CT sessions – just that it was not possible to quantify using this measure. The
interviews provide further information as to additional gains.
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Abbreviations
Setting

Full name of Nursery or Children’s Centre

Borough

CCB

Christchurch Bentinck C.E. Primary School

Westminster

CPK

Clapton Park Children’s Centre

Hackney

EDW

Edward Wilson Primary School

Westminster

OLD

Our Lady and St Joseph’s Primary School

Hackney

PAD

Paddington Green Primary School

Westminster

RAN

Randal Cremer School

Hackney

SCD

St Clement Danes C.E. Primary School

Westminster

STJ

St James and St Michael’s C.E. Primary School

Westminster

WET

Wetherell Children’s Centre

Hackney

NB: in the following charts, the blue ‘a’ column is the measure before CT participation and the green ‘b’
column is the measure afterwards.

Responses from each setting, for each MERS item
Figure 1: Q1: Musical instruments
Q1A
Q1B

5.00

mean

4.00

3.00

2.00

1.00

0.00
CCB CPK EDW OLD PAD RAN SCD STJ WET
setting

This table shows an increase in number and variety of instruments in 7 of the nine settings. Chamber Tots
relies on using the instruments available in the setting and does not introduce its own instrumental
resources [beyond the few percussion instruments brought by the Drum Blondes.] However, it is likely
that the modeled use of the instruments with the children by CT music leaders focuses practitioners’
attention on their instrumental resources and highlights any shortcomings in quantity, variety or quality.
Settings had increased their instrumental resources by purchasing more, by simply finding and sorting
existing resources and by borrowing instruments from the main school.
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Figure 2: Q2: How the instruments are set out
Q2A
Q2B

5.00

mean

4.00

3.00

2.00

1.00

0.00
CCB CPK EDW OLD PAD RAN SCD STJ WET
setting

It is one thing to have varied instrumental resources, but the quality of the children’s experience will not
be raised unless they have access to the instruments either in group, structured work or in free play with
instruments. Five out of nine settings offered increased access to the instruments after the CT project.
Two of the others already had good or excellent access.

Figure 3: Q3: Equipment for playing recorded music

Q3A
Q3B

5.00

mean

4.00

3.00

2.00

1.00

0.00
CCB CPK EDW OLD PAD RAN SCD STJ WET
setting

Most settings were already well enough equipped to play recorded music at the first visit. Unsurprisingly,
given the expense involved, no new equipment had been ordered or arrived during the CT project. Most
settings, however, rely on portable players with small speakers and paid little attention to the audio
quality. If Chamber Tots is promoting quality musical experiences for nursery children and providing CDs
to be played to children in interim weeks, this might be an aspect to discuss either in Inset days or as part
of focused reflective discussion with staff. For some nursery classes located in primary schools, we
observed higher quality audio equipment available in a main assembly area.
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Figure 4: Q4: Resources for listening (Cassettes, CDs)

Q4A
Q4B

5.00

mean

4.00

3.00

2.00

1.00

0.00
CCB CPK EDW OLD PAD RAN SCD STJ WET
setting

Again, in terms of providing resources for varied musical experiences for children in an early years setting
the opportunity to play music of wide variety and genre is one important component. Moreover, for
generalist practitioners, providing quality experiences using recorded music, [particularly chamber music
which is a leading aim of the CT Programme] is accessible and achievable. This is an example of how the
CT programme in training early years practitioners might consider giving more guidance in elements of
practice which are easier for generalist practitioners to implement and are also more easily embedded in
to everyday practice. Practitioners might be guided in setting up a library of music CDs which are made
available to children for their own choice listening, either through headphones or for small group or
whole group listening. All too often, the CDs and cassette players are confined to story activities rather
than music, reflecting the dominant focus on children’s language and literacy skills. They might also be
guided in music-movement activities as modeled to live music by the CT team in their sessions, but with
recorded music as an alternative.
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Figure 5: Q5: Group song singing

Q5A
Q5B

5.00

mean

4.00

3.00

2.00

1.00

0.00
CCB CPK EDW OLD PAD RAN SCD STJ WET
setting

Group song-singing is a traditional part of early years practice, typically rounding off a morning or
afternoon session by gathering children in a group. Not surprisingly, therefore, most settings already
used group song singing as part of their routine and so, reporting ‘5’ at the start of the programme could
report no higher at its conclusion. Importantly, those three settings reporting a lower than 5 grading at
the outset all reported an increase in group singing by the end. It is possible that singing increased in all
settings, but was not picked up by the rating scale. Group song-singing is also a mainstay of the CT
programme, based on an appropriate, attractive and consistent repertoire of songs which was modeled
by the music leaders on all visits.

Figure 6: Q6: Who takes group song singing?

Q6A
Q6B

6.00

5.00

mean

4.00

3.00

2.00

1.00

0.00
CCB CPK EDW OLD PAD RAN SCD STJ WET
setting

In settings where several staff work together, as is typical in early years education, all members of staff
may initiate and lead singing with equal confidence or the task may fall to one or two members, with
others taking a passive role. Higher quality, more varied singing experiences for children are likely to be
supported by staff who all feel equally confident at initiating singing. It is also valuable for children to
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see that singing is for everyone2 . Interestingly, some lead staff in settings reported in the interviews that
they had delegated staff to attend the inset days whom they knew to be less confident singers. Although
linking with a lead member of staff in each setting has many advantages, it may result in the setting staff
as a whole being less involved in developing their musical expertise. The lack of change in who takes
song-singing picked up by the MERS also suggests that roles and routines in the settings were probably
already well-established and unaffected by the CT Programme.

Figure 7: Q7: Songs as part of everyday
Q7A
Q7B

5.00

4.00

3.00

2.00

1.00

0.00
CCB CPK EDW OLD PAD RAN SCD STJ WET
setting

Group song-singing may be a mainstay of early years practice, but integrating song-singing in to everyday
activity and including free-play and improvised singing encourages children to be inventive and creative
with song and can enable staff to listen to and encourage children as individual singers. It is another
element of generalist practice that some practitioners find less threatening to incorporate. Many are
willing to sing quietly and responsively with one or two children in preference to leading a whole group
with other adults present. The free-play sessions provided by the CT team tended to rely on instrumental
play, rather than singing play, although a few instances of interesting, vocal play and song-play were
observed. Four settings reported an increase in ‘everyday’ singing.

2

For some Muslim support staff, there may be religious restrictions around participation in singing and dancing activities.
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Figure 8: Q8: Song repertoire
Q8A
Q8B

5.00

mean

4.00

3.00

2.00

1.00

0.00
CCB CPK EDW OLD PAD RAN SCD STJ WET
setting

Seven out of nine settings reported an increase in the repertoire of songs their children knew and that
they, the practitioners, knew and could lead with this group of children and future groups. Most
practitioners, unless they can read music, need consistent, regular experience with new songs, ideally
supported by recorded versions, before they feel able to ‘sail solo’ with new repertoire. The reported
increase in almost all settings in repertoire is an important achievement, particularly since the CT
repertoire is appropriate to the age phase of the children, of musical quality and variety (variety of pace,
mode, style etc.) and attractive to children and adults alike.

Figure 9: Q9: Adding actions and activities to the songs
Q9A
Q9B

5.00

mean

4.00

3.00

2.00

1.00

0.00
CCB CPK EDW OLD PAD RAN SCD STJ WET
setting

Song singing in early years practice can provide an important foundation for further experiential learning
of musical elements such as pace, dynamics, etc. Actions and activities to the songs serve to bring these
elements to the fore, to reinforce them and in some instances, to provide practice and consolidation. Four
of the nine settings reported that they were doing more actions and activities with their songs at the
conclusion of the project. As in some previous scores, three settings indicated 5 at the start and so
advances could not be picked up by the rating scale. Although these activities were taking place, there
might be further attention given to how experiential activities lead to conceptual understanding.
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Figure 10: Q10: Dance/movement to music
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The CT Programme includes some dance and movement activities to music. Some workshop leaders
included this element more than others, probably reflecting individual experiences and preferences.
Moving to music can provide an important medium to support and develop children’s musical experience
and understanding. It enables them to ‘get inside’ the music in a way that passive listening may not
enable. It also provides opportunities for children to be active, important in longer, structured sessions
and a form of non-verbal participation that could rely more on watching and imitating. The majority of
settings reported an increase in this activity. The big increase at one setting was probably due to
interviewing a different member of the team: the first avoids dancing whereas the second enjoys it. Some
settings had limited space for movement, particularly where numbers of children taking part were high.

Figure 11: Q11: Music technology (computer software)
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Although most settings had a computer, very few used the computer for music-focused activities. Certainly
no other music technology was observed beyond the CD player. In most settings the children were accessing
CBeebies and other similar websites in self-guided activity. Although music is one part of these multi-media
experiences for children, they are unlikely to form an important part of a quality music education. From the
observations of both researchers, little technological experience was observed beyond these websites and
so we are a little skeptical of the practitioners’ self-evaluations of music in their setting enabled by music
technology. Chamber Tots already provides a music CD for nurseries and might explore further the
opportunity to provide a quality children’s music website that integrates with their programme.
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Figure 12: Q 12: Outdoor musical opportunities
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Outdoor play, increasing the range of activities provided out-of-doors, is a current priority in early years
education following the introduction of the new EYFS. Many of the music leaders developed the free
music play out-of-doors, particularly where indoor space was limited or the sound of free play music
would have intruded on others. There is a current ‘fashion’ for outdoor music play equipment and many
settings mentioned ambitions to purchase/provide equipment of this kind or had made set-ups [musical
washing line] using existing equipment. This is reflected in the increased scores for some settings.
Chamber Tots might emphasise the modelling of free music play out-of-doors with percussion, song-play
and movement, in order to connect with a current EYFS priority and perhaps also deter some settings
from purchasing the more expensive equipment of doubtful musical gain.

Figure 13: Q13: Parental involvement in music
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Parental involvement in early years education is an ideal that is often difficult to achieve in practice. Parents
have work and other commitments. Three settings reported an increase in parental involvement: the rest
had remained the same. Chamber Tots includes a session to which parents are invited, but attendance had
been patchy at these sessions. Again several settings wanted to involve parents more, but had not found
ways to do it. However, many parents had accompanied children as additional helpers to the participatory
final session at the Wigmore Hall. Of the 64 adults (parents and staff ) attending the second event, only two
had heard of the Wigmore Hall prior to the programme and certainly, therefore, none had attended a music
event. The programme therefore successfully brings new people in to the Hall. New technologies provide
communication means by which parents might be involved, via a website for example.
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Total MERS scores for each setting
Comparison of the total MERS scores for each setting before and after the CT project showed an increase
in scores for all settings. The setting which shows the smallest increase is probably because they had a
resident music specialist and were already putting in practice many of the activities mentioned in the
MERS questionnaire.
MERS 1 (total)

MERS 2 (total)

Difference

CCB

49

55

6

CPK

37

47

10

EDW

54

56

2

OLD

44

48

4

PAD

49

53

4

RAN

44

51

7

SCD

46

52

6

STJ

42

52

10

WET

40

45

5

Setting

60

50

40

30
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20
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SUMMARY: Individual MERS items, comparison of mean scores
Comparing the ‘before’ and ‘after’ mean scores for each question in paired sample t-tests, Questions 1
and 8 showed highly significant differences. Questions 2 and 9 showed significant differences.
Q1
Q8
Q2
Q9

Instruments: quantity, quality and variety
Song repertoire
How the instruments are set out
Adding actions and activities to songs

MERS 1

MERS 2

Mean diff

t

dt

Sig. (2tailed)

1-tailed

Q1 Musical instruments

3

4

-1.00

-4.24

8

0.003**

0.0015**

Q2 How instruments are
set out

3.1

3.78

-0.68

-2.83

8

0.022*

0.011*

Q3 Equipment for playing
recorded music

4.67

4.78

-0.11

-1.00

8

0.347

0.1735

Q4 Resources for listening:
CDs/cassettes

3.67

3.89

-0.22

-0.80

8

0.447

0.041*

Q5 Group song singing

4.44

4.78

-0.33

-2.00

8

0.081

0.34

Q6 Who takes group
song singing

4.11

4.22

-0.11

-0.43

8

0.681

0.018*

Q7 Songs as part of every day

3.89

4.33

-0.44

-2.53

8

0.035*

0.018*

Q8 Song repertoire

3.56

4.33

-0.77

-5.29

8

0.001**

0.0005***

4

4.44

-0.44

-2.53

8

0.035*

0.018*

Q10 Dance/movement to
music

2.89

3.56

-0.67

-2.00

8

0.081

0.041*

Q11 Music technology

2.22

2.78

-0.56

-1.64

8

0.139

0.07

Q12 Outdoor musical
opportunities

3.11

3.44

-0.33

-2.00

8

0.081

0.041*

Q13 Parental involvement

2.33

2.67

-0.33

-2.00

8

0.081

0.041*

Q9 Adding actions and
activities to songs
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Figure 15: Mean differences on each measure between ‘Before’ (MERS 1) and ‘After’ (MERS 2) CT participation

The biggest changes seem to be related to the kind of work Chamber Tots does with the children:
•

Q1: Provision of instruments in some settings was initially quite limited, either for financial reasons,
space /noise limitations or the need to store instruments where they could be shared with the other
year-groups in a school. By July, some of the practitioners had applied for and/or secured funding
for extra instruments, in some cases with the advice or with a supporting reference from CT staff.
Others had managed to secure more instruments from the school’s general collection. Some
practitioners reported feeling more confident about showing the children how to handle the
instruments correctly and carefully. The instrument making sessions with CT inspired more play
with instruments, particularly ones they had made, and in some cases this side of the programme
also prompted more use of the modelling and making areas generally.

• Q2: The increased confidence of staff and availability of instruments seems to have encouraged
many of the settings to keep instruments accessible to children, rather than put away in a cupboard.
There were still some noise concerns, however, and to get around this problem some settings
tended to encourage the use of instruments outside, rather than in the classroom.
•

Q8: The song repertoire increase was invariably attributed by the practitioners to the CT input – new
songs that were easy for the children to learn and not too challenging for the leaders to sing. They
also liked the way the songs could involve the children – by using their names in Calele, or by letting
them choose where Little Johnny dances, for example. The value of the CD, which the children took
home with them, was also mentioned in every case.
• Q9: Adding actions and activities to the songs showed a marked increase during the project. This
again is something that all the CT songs involve. Even children who were too shy or whose language
was limited enjoyed doing the actions, and practitioners commented on how this gave confidence
and a feeling of participation to children who might otherwise have stayed on the sidelines.
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Items on the MERS where there were small changes during the CT project:
• Q6: The question of ‘Who takes group song singing’ showed only a little change, probably because
roles among the staff and routines were already established. There was one play leader who had
decided to take up a new role as drummer for the children’s singing, and she had initiated sessions
where the children came round her and requested different songs, while she played the drums.
Some practitioners reported increased levels of singing confidence in the staff in general.
• Q10: Dance and movement to music seemed to be quite an individual thing: if a practitioner
enjoyed it, then it took place frequently, but if not, then it didn’t, and not much changed over the
project. It may be a question of confidence, much as we find in music and singing.
• Q12: Outdoor musical activities: given that the first interview took place in snowy Jan/February and
the second in sunny June/July, we had expected to find that there would be far more outdoor music
reported in the second interview, but there was only a small increase. Several practitioners had
talked of making homemade outdoor musical installations, but few had managed to find the time
or the space to do this.
• Q13: Parental involvement seemed to have been patchy: some settings had found parents
reluctant to come for the Parents’ session, perhaps because of language difficulties or working
hours. Most parents who did come to the session or to the culmination day had been
enthusiastic, although some practitioners felt that parents did not understand the value of music
in their child’s educational development. Several practitioners expressed a wish to increase
parental involvement, maybe by getting parents to come in and teach the children a song. One
setting was ordering a set of small instruments in bags that would be taken home to share musicmaking with a parent or carer.

Items with no noticeable change during the CT project:
• Q3: The equipment for playing recorded music and the number of CDs etc changed very little. This
is partly because the settings were already mainly well-equipped at the beginning of the project.
Furthermore, Chamber Tots focuses on the value of live music making, so it is perhaps not
surprising that the changes are in the ‘active’ side of music making, rather than in the possibly less
active, listening side. And having encountered strings, woodwind, brass and percussion in their
workshops, they were able to identify a good range of instruments both in class when they listened
to the CT CD, and at the Wigmore culmination day.
• Q5: There was not a great deal of music technology in use in the settings, and no great change over
the CT project. Several places used websites such as CBeebies for song repertoire. This kind of use
is very similar to putting on CDs or videos and is again not necessarily the interactive approach to
music which CT encourages.
• Q11: Group song singing was already a part of the everyday life of all the settings, but while the
incidence did not increase greatly, the repertoire had increased (see above.)
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Interviews with setting practitioners
In addition to the formal data collection procedures (the structured observations of a sample of children
and the MERS), semi-structured interviews were carried out with the key member of staff at the start and
conclusion of the project during visits to each setting. The interviews were based on a set of questions
that were predetermined but which allowed for prompts or further probing questions in the light of
answers given. The post interviews were based on a similar set of outline questions which were arrived
at in discussion between the two researchers. They were designed to pick up and probe certain emerging
themes and issues.
The interviews were collected as digital audio files which were transcribed. The transcriptions were then
reviewed to look for themes that emerged across all the interviews. This is a recognised procedure for
analysing qualitative data such as interview transcripts. It reduces the possibility of bias in
interpretations. The transcripts were also subject to a simple search and find process to record numbers
of instances certain words or phrases were mentioned, for example ‘confidence’. This supported the
analytical process. The interviews were also reviewed for what was not said; the gaps in what the
practitioners said being considered as informative as what was said.
The interviews provide some general information that offers feedback to the team that may be useful in
developing the programme and that may also be implicated in quality. It is informative, for example, in
seeking to influence practice in the setting, to consider in more detail the processes of professional
development that are built-in to the programme process.

Music Background of Early Years Practitioners
One member of staff had more specialized understanding of music with children, others had minimal
prior experience, primarily those who had qualified teacher status had received the small inputs that are
provided as part of PGCE or BEd programmes. Aside from these instances, no practitioners involved in
the project had received prior professional training in early years music education. However, enquiries
reveal that some staff had prior musical experience; two mentioned having learned the piano as a child,
for example, and many, almost all, reported interesting and varied musical interests, including singing
gospel, belonging to a choir and listening to jazz.

Professional Development of Early Years Practitioners
The practitioners were asked various questions that provided information as to the strategies of
professional development that were employed as part of the CT Programme and what they found helpful.
Modelling
Four reported directly that the chance to observe others teaching music, to have practice modeled, is the
most useful strategy for their own learning.
“. . . watching their technique in teaching – quite often we get set in our ways, the children get tired of it.
When someone comes in doing something slightly differently and following their actions – it made us stop
and think and realise we need to change a few things that we forget about – they were modeling new ways.”
“Music is one of those areas, you really do need someone to give you practical ideas about how to do it with
children – I like the way that they follow it up, actually writing it down – and the CD that comes with the
programme, reminds you of the songs.”
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Repetition
The highly structured nature of the CT Programme, that it involves regular repetition of the same songs
and activities, supported ‘not only the children’s learning but the learning of the practitioners’ (children’s
centre teacher). Some reported that they find it difficult to remember the tune of songs and that the
repetition assists them in this.
Follow-up discussion
Information about the follow-up discussion time (de-brief ) was gathered from two sources - we asked
about it in the interviews and also observed it in action during some visits. The practitioners gave little
information in interviews about the follow-up discussion save reporting that it had mostly taken place
and that it consisted mainly of a discussion of what had happened, with mention of individual children’s
participation and some forward-planning. From observations, the length of time allocated to the debrief
varied from a short five minutes in one setting to almost half an hour in another. The very short
discussion time was the result of lunch-time duties for that member of staff. In all three of the
discussions observed in lunch-times it was clear that time was in short supply for the early years
practitioners and there was a sense of the discussion being hurried. In all instances the CT music leader
led the discussion and initiated the topics. The discussion remained at the level of practical detail and did
not progress to more analytical, theoretical or reflective review of practice. One practitioner was making
notes during the discussion and also reported in the interview that these notes were essential ‘to
remember’ and valuable for her learning.
CD
The CD was reported by all the EY practitioners who were interviewed as very helpful in supporting them
in learning the songs. Not all the practitioners in settings appear to have used the CD and some did not
have it in their direct possession, although it was available in all settings.
Inset Sessions
The 2 INSET days and the twilight session were not mentioned by practitioners in relation to strategies
and support they found helpful to their professional development. They found the initial INSET day to be
useful for information about the programme and how it would work and the twilight session valuable for
meeting the other practitioners and sharing experiences. There was some criticism of the final INSET day;
it occurred at a busy time of year and one teacher’s view was that the final session lacked purpose.
However, not all practitioners attended the INSET sessions, or they delegated the INSET to other staff in
the setting such as nursery nurses. The teachers’ interviews can be supplemented by observations of the
first INSET day. The INSET day mainly presented the song repertoire and practical activities. As is very
common in educational practice, the focus remained at the level of what to do, rather than what do we
want the children to gain. The shift in focus would call for a different approach to INSET and continuing
professional development. It calls in to question the aims and purpose of practice and highlights ways
to promote and support quality musical experiences on the part of children. It also shifts attention to
understanding what and whether children are learning and to ways to observe and analyse children’s
participation. The strong leadership roles presented by the CT musicians was much in evidence during
the INSET day, particularly when all four were present. While this may instill confidence in the
professionalism of the programme, it might also be inhibiting.
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Diaries
Diaries were given to the practitioner staff at the first introductory INSET day, but it would appear the staff
did not complete these and they were not mentioned in interviews except possibly for brief mentions of
note-making. Again, the emphasis on the role of the adult leader and teaching rather than the children
and their learning, might reduce the perceived need for any kind of note-taking, diary-keeping or
documentation. There might be additional reasons: the very varied status and experience of the staff
involved in the project would result in varied knowledge of how to keep records; the heavy pressures on
many early years staff, particularly those working in new children’s centres, may result in lack of time for
any extra tasks.
Unfortunately, for as long as music is seen as marginal to the core areas of literacy and numeracy, it will
probably receive less ‘real’ practitioner attention. This links back to the discussion in the review section
about the current political-educational climate in which music tends to be seen as merely serving other
cognitive and social skills. To host the CT Programme is ideal for many practitioners; it provides high
quality input which removes the responsibility for providing music from the practitioners themselves. The
interviews revealed the very usual responses in which music is described as valuable for its additional
benefits, but never described as of intrinsic value for its own sake. One practitioner spoke of the
emotional and expressive values of music; but this was one exception. Until professional development
moves to the level of tackling fundamental beliefs and ideas about music’s contribution to young
children’s education it will continue to be seen as marginal and a servant to other areas.
The interviews were analysed for information about what the EY practitioners considered they had
gained:

Gains
Disposition
•

Confidence

Confidence was mentioned most frequently by practitioners (12 times, in almost all interviews).
•

Fresh impetus

One practitioner said that being on her own with the children day after day can be difficult and that
someone new coming in to the setting brought fresh impetus to their work. Similarly, some of them
mentioned how valuable it is to have someone else come in to the setting, to give them ‘inspiration’ as
one said and a ‘bit of oomph’ as another put it.
“. . . somebody coming in with a bit more oomph sometimes, because you are on your own – the children
see someone else”
Knowledge
•

Songs. The CT Programme revolves around a distinct repertoire of about 4 or 5 songs, supported
by repetitive use and the CD which enables the staff to learn them and feel able to use them

“I think there’s a few songs that we are going to carry on – Calele and Little Johnny– those two are
probably the ones that the staff will take on, the children do quite well”
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•

Activities linked to songs, particularly those emphasizing contrasts in the elements such as
‘loud/soft’, ‘fast/slow’

•

Knowledge of instruments (names, how they sound, how to play etc.)

•

Ways to use the instruments

•

Instrument making

Two staff reported that beyond learning some new songs, the activities presented by the CT team did not
represent anything very different or extended beyond the kinds of activities they themselves present to
the children.
“. . . there were some things that we do already to be honest (pause) - perhaps we might do them a bit
more frequently in future”
The story was mentioned on two occasions as being very similar to the kinds of activities practitioners
might do themselves. In the two instances this was mentioned, they were staff with qualified teacher
status.
Understanding
•

Q.
A.

•

Expectations. In many cases comments revealed that the practitioners had raised their
expectations for the children musically or broadened their ideas.
Has CT changed your ideas?
Yeah, with their own composition, creating their own sounds doesn’t have to be singing and
words, it can be body percussion, tying that in to their own knowledge – they can create it
just as well –
In some cases practitioners with more experience had not raised their expectations

“The thing is, it’s tricky with this age group. They (the CT Team) did really well introducing concepts like
loud and soft with this age group – quite often at this age they don’t really sing, they more shout or kind
of talk along –”
Skills
The practitioners mentioned their own musical skills in three interviews, in each case in relation to their
perceived lack of singing skills. One practitioner said that she knew she had difficulty pitching her voice
and would have appreciated some specific assistance with this on the CT Inset days.
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PART 3: Continuing Professional
Development of the Chamber Tots Team
Introduction
The CT team were also keen that the research process should support their own professional
development. Musicians in contemporary life face major changes that are taking place at an everincreasing pace and which are a major influence on the development of the profession. More than ever
before, the professional musician is confronted with questions of how to function flexibly and exploit
opportunities in new and rapidly changing contexts. To this end, lifelong learning – or continuing
professional development – and its implementation is seen as a dynamic concept that responds to the
needs generated by continuing change. Increasingly musicians adopt a number of different roles in
different contexts, often shifting quickly from one to the other, which require them to be highly adaptive.
Alongside this is increasing stress caused by varied workloads and physical demands, often in less than
ideal working conditions, economic pressures of freelance working – and by more subtle pressures such
as perceived threats to identity3 and changing possibilities offered by new technologies. Increasingly
musicians need professional development that not only encompasses the knowledge, skills and attitudes
required, the ‘know how’, but also supports the development of a reflective and reflexive attitude. The
question of how professional musicians have learned in the past and what learning styles they bring to
their work in community contexts becomes important for those offering training to consider when
planning any professional development. For many the learning experiences of school and higher
education in their own biography were traditionally formal. In contrast, continuing professional
development needs to be based on informal, metacognitive learning, in an atmosphere which allows for
the musicians priorities to drive the process rather than be externally imposed and in which the more
affective dimensions – the stresses, the pleasures, the successes, the humour, the disappointments – can
also be expressed and shared.

Reflective Practice
Traditions of reflective practice are long-standing in educational practice (Schon, 1983) based on the
principle of collecting evidence from observations and then taking time to reflect on them. Schon made
a distinction between ‘reflection-in-action’, the quick, on the hoof, decisions that are made while actively
working and reflection-on-action, the collecting of records about activity that are then reflected on at a
later stage. New ideas that emerge from reflection-on-action are then applied to contribute to reflectionin-action. Educated as a philosopher, his work evolved from observing the practice of artists in workshop
situations. It is therefore particularly pertinent to community music activity with its high level of handson, in-the-moment, creative decision making. A model of reflective practice based on Schon was
introduced in to the recent Creative Partnerships projects.
Action Research is an approach to research which places the practitioner as central. It emphasises the
collection of evidence, information of practice in response to identified areas of focus or identified

3
The challenges to identity as a professsional musician may be more so when working in early years contexts which are conventionally seen as
‘low status’ contexts. However, it may also be that the ‘low status’ of early years work is offset by the ‘high status’ afforded by the association
with Wigmore Hall.
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‘problems’ that practitioners want to explore. Evidence is collected, analysed and interpreted and then
the interpretations acted upon. It can proceed in cycles with new and deepening areas of focus identified
at each cycle.
The collection of evidence concerning children’s activity and participation is central to general early years
practice as outlined in the new Early Years Foundation Stage. Practitioners collect observations of
children’s activity in order to build a profile of children’s learning and engagement – often called ‘learning
stories’.
Reggio Emilia, an approach to early childhood education from the nurseries of Northern Italy has been
influential on early years practice, particularly arts and creative practice, in the UK in recent years. Reggio
Emilia emphasises the ‘documentation’ of children’s activity through observation, writing of notes, and
now, increasingly, through video. The documentation is then discussed with other practitioners. The
‘pedagogista’ is an experienced educator who often acts as a critical friend during these discussions. As
with the other approaches, the discussion aims to arrive at deeper-level understandings of children’s
participation that will inform what the adults do next.
Appreciative Enquiry is a more recently introduced approach, initially adopted in business, it is
increasingly being used in education. In this approach, strengths are identified (Discover), explored and
new directions ‘designed’ [Discover, Dream, Destiny, Design]. The aim is to identify ‘what works’, to
analyse why it works and then build on successes. It is thought to be motivationally stronger than
traditional action research which can tend to focus more on problems and weaknesses.
Two components of the research were designed to document practice: the tracking of a sample of
children taking part in CT sessions and a process of individual recording of work and seminars. An overall
theme of ‘engagement’ was adopted [in an original discussion with three of the CT team] underpinned by
the simple question: ‘what engages the children’? A guiding question is useful to give direction to the
process without being too restrictive and to hold the focus of attention on the children. The work is
ultimately concerned with what the children are gaining, and yet is often easily distracted by what is of
immediate concern to the adults. The CT approach does not incorporate documenting or evaluating
individual sessions led by workshop leaders. As a consequence, the work tends to be content and
activity focused – what the adults will do – rather than focused on how the children are participating and
what they are gaining.
Each member of the CT team was asked to collect samples of their work, ideally in the form of video clips,
and to present these with a short commentary at the first seminar day. Extensive discussion and debate
accompanied each presentation and from this process each member of the team identified a further
individual question that they would pursue in their next sessions to bring to the second seminar day. In
this way, the process can be driven by the interests, concerns and needs of each individual member of the
CT team.

Emerging Questions
From the two seminar days some issues and further questions arose. These are gathered together under
headings as below. Many remain as open-ended questions that, in the nature of action research or
appreciative enquiry, will continue to inform the ‘reflection-in-action’ level of day-to-day working.
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ROLES
Boundaries: Invitations, Interventions and Intrusions
How far does the role extend? If the workshop leader preaches integration of music in to the whole early
years setting, does that have implications for how they understand their role, particularly in nursery
settings? One team member asked, do you help with putting coats on? Do you go and look at the snails
if invited to?
Interventions. When is it helpful and purposeful to intervene when children are engaged in self-initiated
music play and when is it an intrusion?
PEDAGOGY
Purpose
Analysis of the video clips frequently raised questions as to the purpose of an activity. Being clear on the
purpose of activities guides decisions about how the activity is to be ‘designed’. Too often, in practice, it
works the other way around and thinking of the activity comes to dominate and the underlying purpose
gets blurred. If the purpose is clear, then it helps to frame all the very small decisions that are made, often
very rapidly ‘on the hoof’ during an activity.
The purpose can be a pre-determined learning outcome, for example, to learn how to step in time, to
learn to pitch match the voice to one pitch, to recognise the timbre of three different wind instruments,
to know the names of instruments etc. Or, the purpose can be broad or open-ended – to provide an
opportunity for children to explore their own movements in response to a piece of music, to provide an
opportunity for children to create their own music using untuned percussion instruments – or simply to
listen to music.
An activity can have more than one purpose rolled in to it, or the same activity can have different
purposes at different times. To sing a song on one occasion might be to focus on children being able to
pitch match to a short phrase in the song – on another occasion, as an accompaniment to movement, or
on another occasion as part of an instrument playing game – and of course, all three purposes might
overlap in the same short period.
Multi-modal thinking
There is evidence that children experience the world multi-modally and think multi-modally and that
experience only gradually becomes more differentiated (Young, 2003, 2008). In order to work with music,
we convert it in to other modes; to movement, to symbolic forms, to words. Movement in to music and
music in to movement is a strong and valuable component of CT work. In the translation between media,
some qualities are retained, some enhanced, some qualities distorted and some lost. What are the most
important musical qualities to translate in to music and how might that be facilitated?
Referential thinking
The use of imagery ‘being an elephant for the bassoon’ for example, was a common pedagogical strategy
used to reinforce certain musical qualities. It might be adding an additional ‘translation’ level to what
otherwise could be a direct transfer between sound and movement.
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Elements of music
The core elements of music – loud/quiet, high/low, fast/slow – form a central plank of CT approach. To
work with contrasts and variations is a valuable strategy. Questions were asked such as: Are these
qualities absolute or relative? – louder than, quieter than, higher than, lower than. Are they always
discrete – or in combination, loud, low, slow sounds? Grounding the aural qualities in bodily, kinaesthetic
experience – so faster than personal tempo, or high in the voice, low in the voice – provides experiential
learning which can precede labeling and bringing learning to a more conscious level.
Frameworks
Adults need frameworks for conceiving, planning and communicating their work, particularly in music
which is concerned with more abstract concepts and expressive, creative ideas. In CT there are lots of
adults to integrate: workshop leaders, practitioners, players; thus increasing the need for clear, common
frameworks.
Common frameworks in the CT Programme are:
1 The core repertoire of songs and activities linked with them
2 The elements of music and contrasts.
3 Story structures and narratives.
4 Players’ instruments and repertoire
And what might be called two ‘participation frameworks’:
1

adult-led spanning through to child-led

2

embodied, experiential, translation in to other imagery (gesture, symbol etc.), consolidation
through language and through opportunities to use this understanding in new contexts.

Modelling
The role of the adult modelling for children emerged as an aspect to consider. If an adult models
movements – or models for singing too - it has both advantages and disadvantages. The adult may need
to choose a pace for moving or a pitch for singing that is outside what is physically comfortable for them
in order to model a pitch or pace that best ‘fits’ the children physically.
Language
From observing video the team recognised that adults working with young children always tend to talk
too much! They may tend to use vocabulary, over-elaborate sentence structure and long sets of
instructions, in advance of children’s language abilities. This raises the question of how much talk is
necessary and what vocabulary and sentence structures to use. The strategy of scripting a session (as the
trainee found helpful when starting out) to check language use and to prepare explanations is a very
valuable one.
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Conclusion
Any research process is inevitably partial and incomplete. The methods used shine a light on some
aspects and leave others still in shadow. The involvement of two researchers who collected and
assembled the data and discussed at length together, through email, telephone call and face-to-face,
helps to ensure that information has been collected and scrutinized fairly. In addition, as much time as
possible was spent talking with the Chamber Tots team while out on visits, during the seminar sessions
or in email or telephone calls in order to gather further insights.
The programme is substantial; having run successively for several years, continuity has enabled it to bed
down, to consolidate and improve year on year. At a time when short-term funding has tended to result
in projects running briefly, the sustainment over the long-term is an achievement that should be
congratulated. The programme brings quality musical experiences to children in their settings which
enrich and enhance. (It raises the level of provision in settings so that it is likely to have a longer-term
influence on the quantity and range of musical experience for the children.) The programme brings
together many musicians and practitioners with different roles and enables them to work efficiently in a
coordinated way. Perhaps the consistency of the programme for the benefit of the adult team results in
a programme of fixed content that has less flexibility to the children – save, importantly, in its free-play
and improvisatory components. During the years when the programme has been running, populations of
children in parts of London have changed dramatically so that ethnic, racial, religious and linguistic
diversity is the norm in a majority of inner city settings. This brings a set of particular challenges to
everyone who works in these educational contexts. Increased sensitivity to the children’s participation
through more structured observation and recording strategies might assist in developing approaches
that are tailored to diversity.
The programme also has a strong and distinct identity born of its association with Wigmore Hall and
principles of community music as providing quality musical experiences for children. In a climate which
describes projects in performative terms of ‘delivery’, ‘targets’ and ‘impacts’, it is difficult not to get
drawn in to justifications for music with young children in terms of input and output. It is my suggestion
that a bold and ultimately more distinctive position for Wigmore Hall Learning – one with artistic integrity
and one which would match the musical professionalism of its team – might be rooted in rationalisations
based on music’s intrinsic, human value and the tougher, but ultimately more rewarding and valuable
task of arguing this position.
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Appendices
Appendix A
WORKSHOP LEADERS: Short biographies
Alongside his professional work as a composer, John Webb works in a wide range of educational settings,
including adult education, student training, work for schools and for the junior departments of music
colleges. His works have been performed throughout the UK and Europe and also in China, and have been
broadcast on Radio 3, Classic FM and Dutch Radio.
Julian West works as an artist in many different settings and circumstances. As well as working as a
professional oboist, Julian is Head of the Royal Academy of Music’s Open Academy and works extensively
for Wigmore Hall, Spitalfields Festival, Glyndebourne Youth Opera and other arts organisations as a
workshop leader and educational consultant. Julian designed the Chamber Tots in the Community
programme in 2000 together with Wigmore Hall Community and Education.
A graduate from the Royal College of Music, Esther Sheridan is a clarinettist. She combines orchestral
work, performing chamber music with her ensemble, the Thorne Trio, and education and outreach work
for organisations including the Philharmonia Orchestra, the London Symphony Orchestra, the Royal
Philharmonic Orchestra and Chance for Children Trust, as well as her involvement in the Learning
programme at Wigmore Hall. The Thorne Trio have been involved with Chamber Tots in the Community
since its launch in 2000.
Isabelle Adams was a choral scholar at Clare College Cambridge where she studied History and
Philosophy of Science. Following that she gained an MMus at GSMD in Early Music Performance. Since
graduating she has been pursuing a career as a freelance singer in consort groups including the
Monteverdi Choir, and working in educational settings.
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