Babies as young as four months are being

introduced to music. Is it just a bi
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randdaughter along to find out
W hen my granddaughter, al four months. began 10 attend
a group called. optimistically, Singing Babies. | began 1o take
notice, When 1 atiended my first session | was inspired. The
babies failed to sing, of course, but the mums, one dad, one
granddad and one nanny more than made up for it. The
babies, aged 4-14 months, made pienty of noise as well and
were reajly focused throughout.

Batwhen I found out just how much of this so-called "early
years’ music work is going on across the country, and how
effective it all s, ] was astonished. And it all seems 10 have
blossomed under the radar over the last ten years or so. In
19g7 1 was mildly intevested to jearn that Followorls, the
national agency for raditional music. now fully integrated
inio the management teatr at The Sage Gateshead, was experi-
menting with sessions for pre-school children. In 2007 you
carft move for active groups of animateurs, parents, babies
and toddlers (and, of course, the assorted grandparents and
nannies} making music all over the land.

Not only that, there is a research base which proves the
value of these early experiences. Led by Helen Taylor and Jim
Clark of the University of Northumbria 2 three-year study
funded by Youth Music explored the effect of music making
on move than so0 under-fives who attended Sure Start nur-
series in two Youth Music Early Years Zones. It found that
children as young as two are able to memorise and learn long
sequences of words, phrases and seniences, when they are
attached to music, long before they can master the same skill
n gpeech.

As you Trighit expect, Youin Music
work. so big that it has creaied an online resource for pat-
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ents and practitioners calied the Bongo Club. Here you will

find Clark and Taylor's research and an online consultation
designed to tead o the creaiion of a new resonrce. Music-
start, with 2 book, CD. instruments and activities to gel the
most reluctant couch potaic parenis to get up and bop, all
hased on the best work being done in the field now.

There js no need to wait, though. You can already get hold
of something called Melody Monkey’s dMarvelious Music Box,
literally 2 box of tricks containing instruments, puppets,
songs, pames and two CDs, to help practitioners lead music-
maling sessions with groups of young chiidren. Tt was recent-
ly revamped with new songs and a new finger puppetio add
to animal glove puppets Melody Monlkey, Crotchet Crocedile,
Octave Owl, Forte Frog and Five Litile Monkeys, The pup-

of fun, or
¢ benefits? Kevin Stephens

pels help the childzen to explore concepts such as finding
and using their singing voices, understanding pulse and

rhyihim, and finding out about the sounds ol different musi-
cal msiruments.

Musicians who want to get inte early years work will find
2 wealth of Tesources in the practitioners’ section of the Bongo
Chab. There's a new publication oul this month, Turing in jo
Children, 2 training handbook suitable for everyone involved.
And even Youth Music acknowledges that theirs is net the
ouly show in Llown — there is & wide variety of musical games
2nd resources out there for parents and early years musicians.

“Five years ago there was nothing in this region,” says Nilklsd-
Kate Heyes of SoundLINCS, a community music organisa-
tion in Lincolnshire. ‘Now our main arens of work is with
three to five-vear-olds. We offer a series of six workshops m
pre-school settings and we make sure that there are three
4O-minie sessions in cach, one with the practitioners, one
with the children and one with the parents (without the
children). The philesophy is to involve the community, to
support the parents learn to play and have ideas about how
they can do this at home.’

Each session has goals, for example dealing with pitch,
thythm or making instruments, and there is always a little
shating at the end, called a mini meit. There’s a toy library
systern whereby people can borrow kits to aid their session.
There’s no formal curriculwm and the whole edifice is sup-
ported by a resource pack with ideas for equipment, songs,
sound sculptures, how to creaie and write 1usic ang many
other useful aciivities.

“This all links with the Stepping Stones and Foundation
Stage Goals says Heyes. ‘lt's more a teaching mode than a
responsive mode and the whole system ie kite-marked by the
Pre-schoo! Learning Alliance and the County Council Pre-
school advisers” The idea is that after the six weeks the peo-
ple normally running the particular setting, for examipic a
playgroup, have ganed confidence to confinue creative IMusic
ideas for themselves. There is a regular annual or biannual
follow-up visit. So far SoundLINCS has undertaken ggores-
idencies within the 500 early years settings i Lincolnshire.

A sirnilar approach to cascading Jearning so that groups
can develop their own music activities charactenses the early
years activities of The Sage Gatesheac. There are daily ses-
sions in the Norman Foster building which cost parents £3
per person whatever their age Butin its efforis to ‘imigate.
not drain’ the musical landscape of the regior: The Sage also



runs workshops all over the north-cast. ‘Most of our work is
based on one training session plus follow-ups {rom musi-
cians,’ says Steph Brandon, head of early years and family
learning. ‘Initially people say "Ooh. arenii they marvellous,
1 couldi’t do that.”” But, of course, the idea is to get them to
do that, through training, patient encouragement and exam-
ple, and it seemns to work.

Brandon is passionate about her work. ‘If one person from
a group volurtiarily sings a song at home with their child, then
that's changed the world for me. 1f the parents and carers of
Cildien under Sve don't sing with them, it's 2 positive dis-
service 1o ther, 1f you could scan a child's brain during music
activity it would be lit up like a Christmas tree.” Sure enough
there's a definite social angle to the work of The Sage, deter-
mined by a mixture of a desire to reach those hardesi to
reach and the availability of funding sweams to do just that

“The DFES Pathfinder programme zllows us to get musicians to
toddler groups in the poorest areas of County Durham, taking CDs
and getting the parents singing.’ says Brandon. ‘As well as that, through
the Transformation Fund. day nurseries can enrich and enhance the
children's experience by buying in a package of evening training
sessjons, backed up by CDs and follow up visits from musicians
from The Sage Gateshead's early years team. This enables the practi-
tHoners to transform their nursery themselves — it really does change
people’s Hves!’

Judging by the research results from Taylor and Clark there is no
better way the government could be spending our money. They fou nd
that regular weekly or hiweekly contact over a two-year period between
2 musician and very young children supports development in com-
munication and language skills and understanding. They use their
voices more, increase their vecabulary. begin to understand shyming,
are mote abie to listen and respond to spoken instructions, learn how
conversation works through ‘call and response’ aciivities, develop
greater control of iheir voices through learring to pitch notes and are



more able to tell their own stories through creating their own songs.
And that's just language.

In mathematics they develap skills in counting, sequencing, pat-
terning, addition and subtraction and one-to-one correspondence.
Music hag an impact on the children’s emotional. gocial. physical and
cultural development and their growing semse of seif. And ull this is
on top of the more obvicusly musical skills they learn, singing in tune,
timbre, developing their own songs and playing wiih the form, tune
and words of familiar songs. technical sicills in sound production with
improved hand-eye cogrdination. demnonsirating expressive quality
with a sense of musical purpose. developing personal ‘taste’ in music,
increased ‘attentive listeriing’ and greater concentration span.

For parents and carers, too, there are undoubted benefits, This was
very ohvious at the Singing Babies session | attended. With such young
children mosi of them had 10 be helped by their carers o participate
in the activities. The carere seemed to get as much out of it as the
babies, whirling them round, pushing in and out and singing rau-
cously along with the best. Many of them told me that they sang the
songs, @ mixture of traditional and newly miadeup music, al home
with their children. doing all the actions as well. One lady was back
with her new baby and is stil] making the music with her now four-
year-old who attended previously.

The sessions are ran by Charlie Buchanan and Louise Khazaee, two
mums with 2 musical background who just decided that their village
needed something lke this. Funded solely by the fees paid by partici-
panis i¥'s not a great money-spinney, but the value of the experience
i« worth far more. They produce 2 kind of performance, perfectly timed
and paced, in which the children and grown-ups all play a part.

Al of it was riveling, but there was one section particularly
admired. Plastic tubes, boomwhackers, cut to create tuned pitches
when struck on the floor, were rolled slowly across the room. Noth-
ing else was happening, no noise, and the eyes of every child {ollowed
those tubes and the gentle sound they made with rapt atlention. Al
the things everyone hopes their baby will do in its first few months
were being demonstrated here.

So, tell all the parents of pre-school children you know to get out
and find a music session. The Bongo Club website has details of aciivi-
ties in every region and lots of advice and contacts for those who want
to start up their own.

winbangoclub.org. uk




