Julie Wylie

In few areas is the potency of education through music better demonstrated
than with small children who suffer from disabilities. Julie Wylie here
describes the place of music at the Champion Centre in Christchurch.

open to all infants and children up to six years of age, who have a devel

T I 1he Champion Centre is a family-based early intervention programme
opmental delay due to disability, birth prematurity, illness or injury.

The programme’s developmental practices involve:

* viewing the child as a whole
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* viewing the child as an integral part of a whole family system 2 ‘;"’"C"‘f
* working through partnership with skilled, experienced and qualified staff M,;’;"" e

l to empower parents to enhance their own child’s development

| * supporting parents through interpersonal counselling to work with their
grief and sadness which may affect their functioning as parents of a child with a

l‘ disability.

Our clinical belief is reflected in the words encased in the logo of the Centre -
BEYOND THE DIFFERENCE.

The Champion Centre works on the premise that “A baby never
exists on its own; there is always a baby and someone else.”
(Winnicott 1975)

For children, all learning occurs in relationship with people and
with the environment. Consequently, “everyone interacting with a
child provides another relationship in which to learn”. (Greenspan) It is on this basis that our
work begins. From the small child’s perspective, relationship begins with the mother, and moves
outward to encompass other family members and then the wider community.

To work effectively with children for whom development has been compromised, we need to
look at them against a backdrop of typically developing children. Inherent in this is the belief
that to survive, a child’s physical needs must be met, but to learn and grow, the need is for love,
joy, delight, admiration by and for another, playfulness and nurture, among many others aspects
of a positive relationship.

When we look at development we note three important factors -

| * Development is about sequence, order, thythm, and hierarchy.
* Everything in development is interrelated all the time.
* The developmental system will be disrupted by any break in the chain.

surroundings mesh with her own physical characteristics. Neither nature nor nurture is a fixed

1
l The child’s mastery of each task at each stage depends on how well her human and physical
entity. The interaction of nature and nurture is qualitative rather than quantitative.
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The key to interdisciplinary early intervention is putting the knowledge each therapist brings
alongside the knowledge the parents bring. Parents know intimate details and nuances about the
child in relation to their own situations, which professionals do not know. Professionals can
recognise patterns in children’s difficulties which allow them to offer parents possible pathways
back to the centre of their children’s lives. So parents and therapists work as partners.

Just as elements of the developing child are multi-faceted, so should the clinical practise be multi-
faceted. The Music Specialist, Occupational Therapist, Speech/Language Therapist and Cognitive
Therapist work in their respective areas, but function as a team. All team members come together
at the end of a session to discuss, evaluate and plan both short and long term goals. Music
provides the means of linking all the elements and strands that make up the needs of the develop-
ing child. It is the key to co-ordinating the various facets of learning.

T music is the ey

“Consistent nurturing, predictable and enriched experiences in a safe setting, result in
optimal brain organisation and function”. (Perry 1997)

Professor Bruce Perry, of Houston, Texas, summed up the cognitive needs of small children with
these words in an address entitled, “Children’s Agenda”. Music provides the scaffolds of nurtur-
ing and predictability during a task and prepares for closure and resolution. It is calming, reflec-
tive and is a powerful means of helping to create a safe and playful environment. It helps children
to feel safe, to be able attempt new tasks, to make mistakes and to try again. Songs with built in
repetition give opportunity for children to master new skills. It provides the dance of interac-
tion.

All members of the team have to build trusting relationships with the child and
parent. Only when the child is comfortable and successful can the programme
progress. For children who have need to be at the centre, this may be ata much
earlier developmental level than her or his chronological age.

The Playroom is the first stop for children when they arrive at the Centre. They
choose a play activity until it is time to see a Therapist. Music is threaded into much of the play,
the play supervisor and parents singing songs to support pretend tea parties, waterplay or paint-
ing.

The Occupational Therapists use songs to help each child with functional skills. Songs help
develop spatial concepts such as high and low. A song with an ascending pitch is sung to support
a child as she goes up the stairs. Not only does the rhythm of the song support the child, but the
rising pitches give a reference point for each physical aspect of the climbing process. The song is
changed to the descending scale for going down the stairs. Even seemingly simple tasks such as
dressing can be an enormous challenge for some children with special needs. A song can be
created with step-by-step instructions built in to cue the child into the logical sequence of knowing
what article of clothing to put on first, and how to do up the buttons, etc. Songs are regularly
sung to support activities such as walking, riding a bike, swinging, jumping etc. The musical
form, use of repetition and strong rhythmic base of the songs provide consistency, helping the
child to feel safe, to be able to anticipate and remember the different sequences of an activity.

But music goes deeper than helping the child perform simple tasks. For example, it helps the
Ideation process. A dressing song helps the child to understand:

* Purpose - what to do with the clothes;

* Sequential order and organisation - what goes on first;
* Method - following a dressing plan;

* Doing - the physical movements relating to the task;
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