

Speaker Notes
Music and Wellbeing in Early Childhood
ECEY5009-Well-being, care and healthy living
Student Name: Ebru Karaoz
Student ID: 2412152









Slide 1: 
[image: ]
Good morning/afternoon. Today, I will be presenting Music and Wellbeing in Early Childhood, with a focus on how musical experiences contribute to children’s health, development, and overall wellbeing.
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Here is the content that will be covered in this presentation
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According to Hallam (2016), Music is the organized expression of emotions and ideas through sound, rhythm, and melody, and most importantly, it is not something children are taught to respond to. Trehub (2003) set the groundwork for developmental research to show that children as young as six months respond to rhythm, pitch and melodic contour, and that musicality is a natural tendency in humans. Welch et al. (2020) stated that music is a medium of development that engages and stimulates the physical, emotional, social, and cognitive aspects of a child’s development. Ruokonen et al. (2021) conclude that music is a lifestyle factor with a real, measurable impact on children's health and wellbeing.
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The World Health Organization defines health as full physical, mental, and social wellbeing, not just the absence of illness. Music is able to engage all four of these dimensions simultaneously. Physically, Dumont et al. (2017) show that the action of music, when it is physically active, supports gross and fine motor skills. Williams et al. (2015) showed that singing reduces cortisol and aids emotional expression and regulation. Socially, Ruokonen et al. (2021) demonstrate that group music-making cultivates teamwork, empathy, and meaningful communication. Cognitively, Zhao and Kuhl (2016) have found evidence in neuroimaging that rhythm and pattern recognition are neural bases of memory, early literacy, and numeracy. 
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Zatorre and Salimpoor (2013) found that music activates several brain areas at once, including those linked to attention, memory, and language. Turning to motor development, a systematic review by Dumont et al. (2017) concluded that children up to age 8 who play instruments, clap, and dance regularly showed a consistent improvement in gross and fine motor skills, balance and body awareness. Hallam (2016) states that rhythm and repetition in songs deepens working memory, recall, and sustained attention in terms of memory and concentration.
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Corbeil, Trehub and Peretz (2016) found that singing to children reduced distress more effectively than speech alone, which is useful for practitioners caring for babies. Williams et al. (2015) stated that music gives children a safe way of expressing their feelings which support their mental health. According to Ruokonen et al. (2021), rhythmic activities improved prosocial behavior, cooperation, and empathy from as early as toddlerhood. In a Cochrane systematic review, Geretsegger et al. (2014) showed that music therapy was effective at improving self-esteem and resilience for vulnerable children, who may not have access to traditional emotional support. 





Slide 7:
[image: ]
Children who had the greatest emotional involvement and positive well-being outcomes were found to be in environments where there was musical richness (Ruokonen et al., 2021). Zatorre and Salimpoor (2013) have shown at a neurological level that music training boosts grey matter in regions of the brain involved in language and motor skills. And Gold et al. (2006) have again found that music groups have a highly positive effect on social skills in children under five. Burke (2018) highlights the importance of making music accessible and inclusive for children with SEND and neurodivergent children. It is essential that practitioners have access to continuous professional development and quality resources, as sometimes they are not confident in leading musical activities. 
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Ruokonen, Tervaniemi and Reunamo (2021) carried out a long-term study in Finland and found that toddlers in a music-focused curriculum showed higher emotional involvement, social adaptation and well-being than the control groups. In a thorough theoretical literature review in Frontiers in Psychology, Welch et al. (2020) found that music has been shown to have a positive effect on human development throughout the lifespan and that music has the strongest developmental effects during early childhood. Zhao and Kuhl (2016) found that infants exposed to structured musical play developed stronger neural responses to both music and speech, showing how musical and language processing develop together. Last, Dumont et al. (2017) reviewed the literature on music interventions in children from birth to 8 years and observed consistent positive outcomes in each developmental area (motor, cognitive, language, and social).
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I would like to highlight the important study presented on this slide by Atkinson (2026) in the British Journal of Music Therapy. In this pioneering paper, the authors explore the effect of music in children with Batten disease, a rare and progressive neurodegenerative disorder. Atkinson's (2026) interviews with parents and carers found that music therapy was emotionally supportive, aided communication and improved quality of life for these children, even amid significant neurological decline. Supporting this, Corbeil et al. (2016) found singing reduced infant distress, Geretsegger et al. (2014) and Gold et al. (2006) found music therapy beneficial for children with autism, and Williams et al. (2015) linked shared music at home with long-term improvements in emotional regulation and social interaction.
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As Parlakian and Lerner (2010) remind us, the most powerful music activities are simple ones. Songs, nursery rhymes, action songs, and singing in daily routines are free and provide children with very rich language, emotional and social experiences. Instruments can be open-ended to allow fine motor development, creativity and sensory exploration to all happen in parallel, as Dumont et al. (2017) have suggested. Lastly, Young (2018) highlights the need to combine movement and music, which helps to meet children’s physical development needs as well as the emotional and cognitive benefits mentioned above. 
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As reported by Gold et al. (2006), group drumming circles are a very effective format in which children learn to listen, take turns, coordinate, communicate, and develop social cohesion. Williams et al. (2015) have demonstrated the effect of singing partnerships (where practitioners and parents sing together) on strengthening attachment bonds and imparting great value to speech and language development. Active music-making, in which children sing and play instruments, not just listen, is consistently found to have a greater effect on development, said Welch et al. (2020). The practitioner's role here is fourfold: to observe, document, plan and differentiate music provision across the EYFS, as Burke (2018) suggests; to refer to music therapists when children have complex needs, as Atkinson (2026) identifies; and to reflect on their practice using evidence-based frameworks, as required by the EYFS (NICE, 2012).
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Expressive Arts and Design is one of the seven areas of learning in the EYFS Statutory Framework (NICE 2012) and a strand entitled ‘Being Imaginative and Expressive’ outlines the need to offer rich musical experiences for all children. This is put into practice through Burke's (2018) professional guidance, Musical Development Matters. Looking at this from a rights perspective, Article 31 of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) states that all children have the right to access cultural life and the arts, meaning music provision is a children's right. 
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Putting it all together: this presentation has shown that music is not a 'nice-to-have' enhancement activity but a key, evidence-based aspect of early childhood health, wellbeing and lifestyle. The Findings from neuroscience, developmental psychology and practice-based research are consistent and compelling, as shown by Ruokonen et al. (2021) and Welch et al. (2020). Music is an exceptionally versatile tool for early years practitioners as it can address all four domains of development at once, as cited by Dumont et al (2017). Most importantly, music is an inclusive practice. As Atkinson (2026) showed with children affected by Batten disease, and as the EYFS (NICE, 2012) and UNCRC (1989) state, it can and should be adapted to support all children, regardless of their needs. 
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Who Tells Us? - Key Research & Evidence (Part 2)

s
KEY S Y

s

DOI: 10.1177/13594575261423388

Atkinson, R. (2026) - British Journal of Music Therapy, 40(1)

Investigates the impact of music for children with Batten disease. Using parent/carer interviews, Atkinson finds that music therapy provides emotional
support, improved communication, quality-of-life gains and meaningful connection for children with this rare neurodegenerative condition. This study

highlights music's role in inclusive practice and interagency working.

Williams et al. (2015)

Shared music activities during parent-child sessions were linked to enhanced
emotional regulation and strengthened social interaction skills in toddlers.

-

Geretsegger et al. (2014)

Cochrane review found music therapy was beneficial for autistic children,
improving communication, social skills and parent-child interactions.

J
S
Corbeil, Trehub & Peretz (2016) Gold et al. (2006)
Singing (versus speech) was significantly more effective in sustaining infant Music therapy significantly improved social skills and self-concept in children
positive affect and reducing distress — supporting music as a wellbeing with behavioural and developmental challenges compared to control
intervention. conditions.
O\
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Application - What Can Early Years Practitioners Do?

N
Daily Singing & Rhymes
Incorporate morning songs, action rhymes and lullabies into daily routines to support
language and emotional regulation (Parlakian & Lerner, 2010).
A ;2
( .
Instrument Exploration
Provide open-ended access to percussion and simple instruments to develop fine
motor skills and creative expression (Dumont et al., 2017).
A\ 4
( . e}
Music for Transitions
Use familiar songs to signal routine changes — this reduces anxiety and supports self-
regulation (Williams et al., 2015).
1 iz4 Q
e "DEVELOPENT mmlﬂ:c ‘CONNECTIONS } LLEAINNG e
Movement & Dance gl oy Crovh
Integrate music with physical activity to build gross motor skills, body coordination
and spatial awareness (Young, 2018).
_ J
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Application - Research-Backed Examples & Practitioner Role

Evidence-Based Practice Examples

The Practitioner's Role

e S
J Group Drumming Circles Observe & Document
Improve coordination, communication and social cohesion. Children take Use observat"ions to trac.k_ music engagement and identify children who
turns, follow rhythmic cues and celebrate each other (Gold et al., 2006). would benefit from additional support.
g
\ ( 5 5
< Plan & Differentiate
( RS e Partnerehing ) Embed music across all areas of the EYFS, planning for individual
ging P children's needs and developmental stages (Burke, 2018).
Parent-child singing sessions strengthen attachment bonds and promote N
speech and language development (Williams et al., 2015). -
Collaborate & Refer
o Y, Work with music therapists and specialists for children with complex
S needs — e.g., Batten disease (Atkinson, 2026).
J Active Music-Making \
Slnglr']g. +instruments Ylel‘d's strong.e.r ou.tcomes than passive listening alone Reflect & Evaluate
practitioners should prioritise participation (Welch et al., 2020).
Critically reflect on the impact of music provision, using evidence-based
frameworks to refine practice (DfE, 2021).
S J L
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Links to Legislation, Guidance & Curriculum

EYFS Statutory Framework (DfE, 2021)

UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC, 1989)

Expressive Arts and Design: 'Being Imaginative and Expressive' requires
practitioners to provide children with opportunities to explore and engage
with music, dance and creative play. Music supports all seven areas of
learning holistically.

Article 31 recognises children's right to participate in cultural life and the
arts. Music provision is therefore a rights-based obligation, not merely a
nice-to-have activity in early years settings.

Published by Early Education, this guidance document provides a framework
for observing children's musical attributes, planning music-rich
environments and supporting practitioner confidence — directly addressing
identified barriers.

NICE Guidance on Mental Health (NICE, 2012)

N
J L

Supports the use of creative arts activities, including music, as early
intervention strategies to promote emotional wellbeing and resilience in
children — reinforcing the evidence base for music in holistic health
practice.

\ J
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Conclusion

-

Evidence-Based Significance

Music is a well-evidenced, powerful dimension of health, wellbeing and lifestyle in early childhood, supported by neuroscience,
developmental psychology and practice research (Welch et al., 2020; Ruokonen et al., 2021).

Holistic Impact

Music uniquely addresses all four domains of holistic health — physical, cognitive, emotional and social — making it an exceptionally versatile
tool for early years practitioners (Dumont et al., 2017).

A

Inclusive Practice

From typically developing children to those with complex needs such as Batten disease, music adapts to serve every child — a principle
central to both the EYFS and UNCRC (Atkinson, 2026; DfE, 2021).

Prioritise music-rich environments — every child deserves to find their rhythm.
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