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Abstract
Music and movement activities are universal in children’s play and socialisation and are fundamental tools to utilise in early 
years teaching. Early childhood teachers tend to value the positive role music and movement can play in their work, however 
teacher confidence to implement music-based activities varies, often due to a lack of professional learning opportunities. 
Findings from a study that trained and coached five early childhood teachers, with no prior formal music training, to deliver 
a specific rhythm and movement program are highlighted throughout this paper. Qualitative data gained through interviews 
articulates the teachers’ experiences of professional learning, the approach to building their skills and confidence in this 
area, and the key areas that led to success. Important elements of the professional learning approach included active partici-
pation, provision of a video resource library, the nature of the evidence-based and structured program, ease of access, and 
coaching and implementation support throughout. These key elements, identified as being successful in boosting teacher 
confidence to use music in their practice, may be readily taken up by other programs, and are transferable to other curriculum 
and pedagogical areas beyond music.
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Introduction

Music and movement activities are universal in children’s 
play and socialisation, and are fundamental tools in early 
years teaching (McPherson & Welch, 2018; Trehub, 2015). 
Early childhood teachers (ECTs) tend to value the positive 
role of music and movement in their work (Bautista & Ho, 
2021; Kim & Kemple, 2011), but self-efficacy to imple-
ment music-based activities in practice varies (Bolduc & 

Evrard, 2017). In this paper we document findings collected 
through qualitative data from a study involving the training 
and coaching of five ECTs to deliver a specific rhythm and 
movement program. The purpose of this qualitative research 
study was to explore ECT's perceptions of a music and 
movement-based professional development program. Sub-
questions explored how did the program influence teacher 
efficacy, use of music and movement in the classroom and 
beliefs about the benefits of music and movement. The study 
identified key elements of a successful approach to boosting 
confidence in ECTs, that can be readily taken up by other 
professional learning programs and may be transferable to 
other curriculum and pedagogical areas beyond music.

The Value of Music in Early Childhood Classrooms

Teachers largely value music and acknowledge the benefits it 
has for young children’s development and enjoyment (Burak, 
2019). These positive perceptions are reinforced by empiri-
cal evidence for the impact of active music engagement 
in supporting children’s cognitive (Putkinen et al., 2015), 
social-emotional (Burak, 2019; Williams et  al., 2015), 
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language (Winsler et al., 2011), and physical development 
(Chatzihidiroglou et al., 2018). In the specific context of 
early years classrooms, active music engagement and music 
listening can generate a sense of belonging (Joseph, 2019), 
create a feeling of calm (Koops, 2011), soothe children at 
rest time (Bowers et al., 2019), and can be a way to cel-
ebrate and uphold cultural traditions (Sims & Udtiasuk, 
2008). Music is often used as a tool for maintaining positive 
classroom environments. This occurs in various forms such 
as a cue for attention, as a ‘brain break’ or way to release 
energy, transitional support, or as a mnemonic aid (Killian 
& Wayman, 2015).

Early Childhood Teacher Confidence to use Music 
in Practice

While ECTs acknowledge the value of music in their pro-
grams, there is a general lack of consensus as to what consti-
tutes good practice in this area. Teachers can have difficulty 
articulating the benefits for young children and can lack con-
fidence to engage with music effectively in their practice 
(Barrett et al., 2019a, 2019b; Bautista & Ho, 2021; Camp-
bell & Scott-Kassner, 2019; Young & Ilari, 2019). Exten-
sive global research cites a lack of music training in initial 
teacher education programs (Erhlin & Wallerstedt, 2014; 
Hennessy, 2017; Joseph, 2019) which may contribute to such 
difficulties. Pre-service teachers (PSTs) have reported a lack 
of opportunity to observe teachers facilitating music sessions 
during their professional experience placements, acting as 
a barrier to developing their own confidence (Barrett et al., 
2019a, 2019b; Hennessy, 2017; Joseph, 2019). The result-
ing lack of classroom music exposure during the formative 
training period for PSTs has negative implications for their 
ongoing practice (Garvis & Lemon, 2013; Joseph, 2019).

ECTs have reported a lack of professional development 
related to music as a practice tool (de Vries, 2011; Power 
& Klopper, 2011) with specialised initiatives to encourage 
ECTs to develop skills in music limited globally (Bautista, 
et al., 2016; Young, 2018). Professional learning in music 
can be at risk of being very formal in nature, with partici-
pants required to develop extensive skills within particular 
methods. Certain approaches to music education, includ-
ing those for generalist teachers, need extensive and pro-
longed training for practitioners to become proficient and 
require specialised equipment to enact. In a study conducted 
by Joseph (2019), pre-service teachers in an initial teacher 
education program enjoyed and felt confident participating 
in rhythmic games, however stated using sol-fa was chal-
lenging. This is not to say that such pedagogies are not effec-
tive, however this limits the accessibility of such approaches, 
leading teachers to perceive music as a highly specialised 
tool only available to those with extensive training (de Vries, 
2011; Seddon & Biasutti, 2008). Additionally, some teachers 

reported finding it difficult to manage specific music sessions 
where children’s arousal can be heightened (Bainger, 2009; 
Kim & Kemple, 2011; Koops & Tate, 2021) deterring teach-
ers’ engagement with music in the classroom. Subsequently, 
it appears that the lack of music exposure in initial teacher 
education more broadly, and a dearth of quality, engaging, 
and readily accessible professional development, is contrib-
uting to a lack of confidence and motivation in ECTs to use 
music in their practice (Bautista et al., 2016; de Vries, 2011).

The confidence of teachers to use music in ECTs’ prac-
tice may be impacted by perceptions of their own musical 
ability formed early in life (Swain & Bodkin-Allen, 2017). 
Many ECTs state they cannot sing (de Vries, 2013; Welch, 
2021), often due to negative feedback provided by their own 
teachers during early school years with lasting negative 
effects (Joseph, 2019). This lack of efficacy in many ECTs 
can mean that participation in music is avoided (Suthers, 
2004; Temmerman, 2005). A belief that being musical is an 
innate skill may discourage ECTs from seeking any training 
(Ehrlin & Wallerstedt, 2014; Koops & Tate, 2021; Swain 
& Bodkin-Allen, 2014). Much of this lack of confidence in 
music is linked to singing specifically (Bainger, 2010; Swain 
& Bodkin-Allen, 2014, 2017). ECTs are too self-conscious 
to sing in front of others (Welch, 2021) and are not com-
fortable with the sound of their voice (Nardo et al., 2006). 
Research suggests that confidence to engage with music can 
be increased through participation in activities that do not 
require a high level of competence (Holden & Button, 2006; 
Joseph, 2019). For example, in Joseph’s (2019) study, teach-
ers perceived rhythmic games to be “useful, fun and excit-
ing” (p. 191). Therefore, a music program that incorporated 
rhythm and movement activities that require very little sing-
ing and fundamental music skills to deliver was considered 
potentially beneficial for building teacher confidence and 
capability.

Building Capacity in Early Childhood Teachers 
to Deliver Music and Rhythmic Movement Activities

In a range of early childhood research, teacher confidence 
to deliver music and movement in the classroom has been 
connected to training and accessibility to resources (Koops 
& Tate, 2021; Barrett, et  al.,  2019a, 2019b; Bolduc & 
Evrard, 2017; Halima, 2018; Nieuwmeijer et al., 2019). 
Evidence suggests that professional development that is 
participatory, engaging, and considered non-judgemental is 
helpful in promoting teachers’ confidence levels (Joseph, 
2019). Similarly, modelling good practice and providing 
pre-service and ECTs with opportunities to ask questions, 
explore, and engage with practical activities also builds 
teacher capacity and confidence (Joseph, 2019; Koutsoup-
idou, 2010). Professional development in music that was 
provided in small groups or one-to-one increased confidence 
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and mitigated feelings of anxiety in having to perform in 
front of others (Koutsoupidou, 2010). Another approach 
suggested by Koutsoupidou (2010) involved music special-
ists running classes with children while ECTs observed and 
actively participated until they developed enough confidence 
to incorporate the music activities in their own practice. 
This type of mentorship has been identified as an effective 
approach where a positive relationship between the mentor 
and mentee is considered highly important (Bainger, 2009; 
Barrett et al., 2018; Barrett et al., 2019a, 2019b; Joseph, 
2019). It is important that mentors understand and accept the 
ECTs’ feelings of vulnerability and provide feedback that is 
constructive yet supportive (Bainger, 2009). The design of 
the professional development should consider all these ele-
ments to build teacher efficacy, capability, and confidence 
in ECTs, particularly those who consider themselves non-
musical, and to apply musical activities, (specifically rhythm 
and movement activities) in their teaching practice.

The RAMSR Program

The Rhythm and Movement for Self-Regulation [RAMSR] 
program is a novel intervention that aims to increase self-
regulation in children. The rationale underlying the RAMSR 
program is that rhythmic coordinated movement activities 
have the potential to shape and support neurological path-
ways in the self-regulatory regions of the brain (Williams, 
2018). The program is comprised of a series of rhythmic 
movement activities designed to improve children’s rhyth-
mic coordination and cognitive development in a fun and 
engaging way. The RAMSR intervention is designed to take 
place in a group setting (up to 25 children) delivered by 
teachers as part of their usual group floor circle time (15 to 
20 min per session). All activities are supported by specifi-
cally designed and recorded backing tracks facilitating the 
practise of target skills in the areas of movement, execu-
tive functions (attention and emotions), which contribute to 
overall self-regulatory control. Common activity elements 
across all sessions include start/stop games (executive func-
tion of inhibitory control), reversed instructions (executive 
function of shifting or cognitive flexibility; dance in silence 
and freeze when music plays), working memory games, and 
beat synchronisation to varying tempi. For example, children 
might be encouraged to match four movements to the beat 
made by the teacher (e.g., clap, march, jump, hop). Chil-
dren are encouraged to recall each in turn without prompting 
and to then repeat them in reverse order (working memory), 
while also freezing when the music stops for short sections 
(inhibition). In an extension of the activity children might 
be encouraged to move in the silent sections (shifting) and 
be still when the music plays (inhibition). Each session ends 
with a calming series of movements to target embodied emo-
tional regulation. Extensions of activities are provided to 

allow for increasing levels of challenge. Original backing 
tracks to provide rhythmic support, and low-cost instrument 
and visual resource packs are also provided to teachers. 
Access to all RAMSR resources and training is available at 
https:// www. rhyth micin tegra tions. com/ rhythm- and- movem 
ent- for- self- regul ation/ blind edweb site% 5D.

RAMSR brings together lines of research and theory 
from a range of areas including: the neuroscience of beat 
synchronisation (Thompson et al., 2015) and rhythmic 
entrainment (Thaut et al., 2015); the cognitive benefits 
of co-ordinated movement (McClelland & Cameron, 
2019), music participation and relaxation (Zachariou & 
Whitebread, 2019); neurocognitive evidence from music 
therapy (Janzen & Thaut, 2019) and music training (Joret 
et al., 2017); and the developmental psychobiology of self-
regulation development (Blair et al., 2016). Evidence to 
date has established those children who participated in the 
RAMSR program for eight weeks demonstrated improved 
self-regulation, inhibition, school readiness, academic out-
comes and decreased behaviour and self-regulation prob-
lems, compared to a control group (Bentley et al., 2023; 
Williams et al., 2023).

One strength of the RAMSR program is the focus on 
building capacity in early childhood teachers to have the 
confidence, skills, and resources to use evidence-based 
rhythm and movement activities in their classrooms to sup-
port children’s self-regulation. The program was designed 
so that no prior musical experiences or skills are needed 
to successfully implement the program. This increases the 
accessibility of the program for teachers who have low musi-
cal self-efficacy, subsequently enabling more children the 
opportunity to experience rhythm and movement to improve 
key developmental skills such as self-regulation. We have 
previously reported as part of the RCT findings that par-
ticipation in RAMSR training increased ECT knowledge of 
music for brain development, their confidence to implement 
the specific rhythm and movement activities in the program, 
and use music throughout their day (Williams et al., 2023). 
Embedded within the RCT was the qualitative data collec-
tion that forms the corpus of data for the study reported here.

The Current Study

Through exploring teacher perceptions of their experiences 
with one particular music and movement program described 
below, we aimed to identify key elements of the approach, 
that can be readily taken up by other professional learning 
programs. Specifically, we sought to identify the features of 
the RAMSR professional development approach that teach-
ers found were most important in boosting their self-efficacy 
to use music and movement as part of their practice.

https://www.rhythmicintegrations.com/rhythm-and-movement-for-self-regulation/blindedwebsite%5D
https://www.rhythmicintegrations.com/rhythm-and-movement-for-self-regulation/blindedwebsite%5D
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Methods

As part of a recent RAMSR randomised control trial (Wil-
liams et al., 2023), four ECTs were recruited and trained 
to deliver the program to their preschool classes, a fifth 
teacher entered the study part way through (replacing an 
original teacher who had resigned from her position) and 
undertook an abbreviated version of RAMSR training. Full 
recruitment and sample information has been previously 
published (Williams et al., 2023), but in brief, teachers 
were recruited through expressions of interest available 
to all kindergartens with one provider, in the geographic 
region of South East Queensland that met criteria for low 
socio economic status according to Australia’s national 
socio-economic index.

Training for the original four ECTs consisted of a five-
hour face-to-face group workshop. The workshop informed 
teachers on early self-regulation development, associated 
risk factors, and the rationale behind the RAMSR pro-
gram including how music therapy concepts and theory 
(e.g., beat synchronisation, entrainment, the musician’s 
advantage) can support early self-regulation trajectories. 
We have previously published pre and post training data 
showing that teachers who engaged in the training reported 
increased confidence in running music sessions and using 
music throughout the day, and increased knowledge of 
self-regulation development and the role of rhythmic 
movement for brain development (Williams et al., 2023).

Importantly, as part of the training workshop, ECTs 
were provided the opportunity to actively participate in 
all the RAMSR activities from the point of view of a child 
(with sessions led by the trainer) to better understand what 
children’s experiences would be like. After attending the 
workshop, a RAMSR coach visited the centres and dem-
onstrated one RAMSR session with children while ECTs 
observed. Three coaches were involved, all members of 
the RAMSR development team and authors here. One was 
the leader of RAMSR who is a Registered Music Therapist 
with a PhD in early childhood developmental psychology 
(KW), one is a leading Neurologic Music Therapist (RE), 
and one was an early childhood teacher and music spe-
cialist (SS). Following initial coach demonstrations, ECTs 
then practiced implementing the program with their cur-
rent class for approximately four weeks (practice period), 
before breaking for six weeks over summer, and commenc-
ing the trial implementation for the RCT (implementation 
period). ECTs were provided with four sessions with their 
RAMSR coach during the practice period, and four ses-
sions during the implementation period. Coaching sessions 
involved the RAMSR coach observing the ECT delivering 
a RAMSR session with their class, engaging in conversa-
tions to provide feedback, and providing the opportunity to 

problem solve together any issues that had arisen regarding 
implementation. ECTs had access to demonstration videos 
of all program activities to help with their preparation and 
recollection, and access to online support via a community 
of practice. Abbreviated training for the fifth ECT who 
commenced part way through the study involved reading 
the training manuals, watching the demonstration videos, 
participating in a demonstration session with their class 
led by a RAMSR coach, and participating in the same 
coaching process as described above, as they delivered 
the program.

The study underwent ethics approval via the University 
Human Research Ethics Committee (#1900000566).

Participants

All four ECTs involved in delivering RAMSR as part of the 
RCT were interviewed once they had completed program 
delivery. The fifth teacher that left the program was also 
interviewed for consistency. Interviews took place approxi-
mately six months after the initial RAMSR training was 
completed. All five teachers were experienced Bachelor-
qualified teachers with a range of 10 to 20 years teaching 
in early childhood. They variously described themselves 
as ranging from “very musically active” to “I don't know 
music. I'm not an instrument player”. All of the teachers 
enjoyed music and movement, although only one cited 
any proficiency. None of the ECTs were familiar with the 
RAMSR program prior to their training or had participated 
in activities suggested by the program.

Data Generation

Teachers who had trained in, and delivered the RAMSR pro-
gram as part of the RCT were invited to participate in a sin-
gle interview at the end of the intervention period (approxi-
mately nine months after they had completed training, and 
six months after they had commenced implementation. 
One teacher (Alice) was interviewed by one of the RAMSR 
coaches, who was also an early years’ music specialist. This 
coach had not been assigned to this ECT and so had not 
observed or coached this teacher although had met her on the 
professional development day. This coach is also an expe-
rienced qualitative researcher and designed the interview 
questions in consultation with the chief investigator of the 
RAMSR study. After the first interview, this interviewer and 
chief investigator discussed the efficacy of the questions for 
achieving the broader research aims. The other four inter-
views were undertaken by another member of the RAMSR 
research team who was not involved in training or coaching 
the participating ECTs. This interviewer listened to the first 
interview to gain insight regarding interview strategies to 
inform the remaining interviews. Semi-structured interviews 
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were between 30 and 45 min duration and undertaken via 
Zoom and in-person. The audio captured was transcribed 
verbatim by a university approved transcription company. 
Upon return, transcripts were verified by the interviewer 
before transcripts were returned to participants for member-
checking to build credibility (Creswell & Miller, 2000).

Data Analysis

Data analysis utilised the reflexive thematic analysis method 
of Braun and Clarke (2021). Transcripts were read and re-
read many times by three members of the research team (two 
that had been involved in training and coaching ECTs, and 
one who had not), notes were made, and individual coding 
of the data to look for commonalities and patterns related to 
key elements of the professional learning approach that were 
successful in boosting teacher confidence were undertaken. 
These codes were then sorted into initial themes. After the 
first level of analysis to familiarise ourselves with the data 
and find emergent themes related to the research questions, 
the researchers met to discuss the themes and interpretations 
of the data and to reach consensus (Braun & Clarke, 2021). 
This dialogic and iterative process was helpful to interrogate 
meanings, particularly as the research team member who 
had not been involved in ECT training and coaching was 
able to view the data through a different lens. These various 
perspectives help to build validity and trustworthiness within 
the research (Creswell & Miller, 2000). Emerging from the 
data were “thick descriptions” (Denzin, 1989, p. 83) of what 
was successful in enabling the teachers to facilitate music in 
their classrooms, particularly when they considered them-
selves to be non-musical. The detail of the data establishes 
credibility as it creates verisimilitude, that is, an account that 
readers may be able to relate to from their own experiences 
(Creswell & Miller, 2000). These findings, while specific 
to the RAMSR program, can be applied more broadly to 
other early childhood interventions, specifically those which 
incorporate rhythm and movement elements.

Researcher Positionality

It is important that we acknowledge that the authors of this 
study are variously also members of the team that devel-
oped the RAMSR program (KW, BE, SS, CN), trained and 
coached the teachers in the program (KW, BE, SS), and 
implemented the larger RCT study from which the data for 
this study is drawn (KW, LB, CN). We aimed to deliver 
robust and trustworthy results by ensuring that teachers were 
not interviewed by their RAMSR coach, but by another team 
member with whom they were not familiar, reducing some 
of the risk of positive desirability response bias. We ensured 
that on the analytic team we included one author who had 
not been involved in either the coaching of teachers, or in 

the interviews (LB), and encouraged her to interrogate all 
analyses and interpretations.

Findings

Three main themes emerged from the interviews as ways 
to develop capacity and confidence in ECTs to implement 
music in their practice: active participation in collaborative 
learning, ease of access in utilising the resources, and coach-
ing and implementation support for enhancing relationships.

Active Participation in Collaborative Learning 
Enhanced Confidence

Four of the ECTs attended a full-day professional devel-
opment in-person workshop to learn how to implement 
the RAMSR program and to work through all associated 
materials. This included access to the written plans, videos 
of activities, access to associated audio tracks, documents 
explaining the target skills for each activity, and the theory 
behind RAMSR more broadly. The workshop provided 
an opportunity to participate and experience each of the 
RAMSR session plans which were facilitated by a music 
specialist. ECTs then took all materials and resources from 
the workshop to practise in their own settings. The teachers’ 
overall feedback from the workshop included:

Really enjoyed the PD day because you did it as a team 
… it gave us confidence to get in there and do it with 
the group … connect with the people coming to see 
you as well. (Jo)
I liked going and actually participating like I was a 
child, like what the children would encounter and actu-
ally experience, so that hands-on, the practicalities of it 
… That was awesome... that's what I find that's really 
good when we're all sitting down and do that together. 
(Lana)

Conversely, for another teacher who was quite reserved 
and did not like performing in front of others, the participa-
tion with the other teachers was quite daunting.

I did struggle … that's just me personally, like getting 
down and doing it, being a kid. I don't like those kind 
of role playthings … challenging for me personally … 
It probably did help more from seeing how [coach] did 
it … I don't like those situations. (Terri)

For some of the teachers, the opportunity to actively 
participate in the activities gave them a sense of what they 
should be doing, instead of just seeing someone else do it or 
by reading about it. However, the written materials offered 
consolidation of the theory behind the activities that justified 
why it was important.
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It’s not just a song off YouTube that you found 
and think looks fun … I understand the purpose of 
what I'm doing more … probably from the PD day and 
then the notes and the readings and that in the folder, 
not actually from doing it... I probably see more behind 
what I didn't see previously, so that there is more ben-
efit to what you're doing. So, if you are tapping sticks, 
there's a reason ... I mean, I did tapping sticks before 
the RAMSR program, but I probably just saw it as fun, 
“let's tap sticks”. (Terri)

This same teacher mentioned in their interview that in 
their usual practice, they would incorporate some musical 
activities, however, they were unable to say why they did this 
other than the children enjoyed it.

The evidence-based theory behind the musical activities 
provided supplementary motivation to engage with the activ-
ities but also a rationale ECTs could provide to parents and 
other stakeholders if needed. As part of the resource pack, 
there are specifically designed information sheets explain-
ing RAMSR for different audiences. By knowing the value 
of the activities for the children, teachers were motivated to 
work harder to persevere with musical activities they may 
have previously discarded as they felt they were too chal-
lenging for themselves or children.

The benefit is getting music and movement into the 
program when I'm not very musically and movement 
inclined. So that was a big draw card for me for doing 
it because I don't have a lot of ideas and I have a very 
small pool of things. So having something more was a 
good benefit. I was hoping with my group B because 
they need the self-regulation skills, that they would 
get it. (Terri)

Although Terri, quoted above, specifically mentioned 
how they were not “musically and movement inclined”, they 
were seeking to enhance their musical and pedagogical com-
petencies. Having an evidence-based, structured program 
readily available and accessible relieved the stress of having 
to think of ideas rather than having to find resources, learn 
them, and be unsure of how they might work.

One critique of the professional development offered to 
these teachers was the timing. The RAMSR workshop was 
run twelve weeks prior to the trial study which enabled the 
teachers time to practise the activities with their current 
class cohort for approximately four weeks, before the sum-
mer break of six weeks. Following the summer break, the 
trial implementation period commenced with a new cohort 
of children. Feedback from the ECTs suggested this was 
too long before implementation and this may have caused 
motivation and confidence to wane.

Probably if the PD was closer to when you’re going 
to do it, because you do PD and it’s all fresh in your 

head and then you had six weeks off and then it’s 
like, “Oh, what am I doing?” (Terri)
If there wasn’t such a gap [between PD and imple-
mentation], you’d remember what you’re doing and 
still be in the spirit of it all – you’d be hyped up… 
(Jo)
The theory behind that was really, really good, but 
practicing, if you’re not going to do this straight away, 
it’s no benefit. (Lana)

One of the ways to mitigate the time between professional 
development and implementation, or to refresh memory of 
the activities, is by giving demonstration videos of each 
activity so that teachers can practise.

Ease of Access Promotes use of Materials

As part of the resource package, a library of demonstra-
tion videos was provided to ECTs. These acted as a bridge 
between the professional development workshop and the 
teachers’ first and subsequent implementation sessions to 
remind teachers of what was involved in each activity and 
as a means to practise. The ECTs commented that the vid-
eos helped to build their confidence, and many stated they 
practised with their own children at home prior to running 
the activities with the children in their classrooms.

I'd always look at the video and go over it and make 
notes on the laminated copy, so that I had some idea 
of what I was doing, so I'd refresh myself. So, it was 
really good to have all that material and the video and 
so then you could fall back on it. (Jo).

The teachers already had a full workload yet having 
time to learn new material and practise was crucial for the 
RAMSR study to be implemented correctly. Teachers talked 
about the value of the videos for enhancing their practice. 
The videos offered teachers an opportunity to see how the 
activity should run. The videos were recorded in naturalistic 
settings with ECTs running RAMSR sessions with a group 
of children in a preschool setting. In this way, they could 
see teachers with ‘real’ groups of children and how levels of 
participation and engagement varied. The videos were acces-
sible after the initial workshop and were available to use as 
a refresher tool throughout the whole program.

The video helped me feel a lot more comfortable 
… without the videos and just reading it, I probably 
wouldn’t have been able to deliver it as well as it was 
intended to be (Natasha)
Watching those videos, I could stop and start it, I 
could watch it multiple times if I wanted to, and then 
it made me feel a lot more confident in then being able 
to deliver it myself. (Alice)
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I just watched the videos to see what they did, and 
that was easy for me then to go “Oh, yeah, I can do 
that!” (Terri)

In this case it appeared that these demonstration vid-
eos were critical components of the resource package 
that allowed teachers to build confidence and refresh their 
memory of the activities and how to deliver them. In being 
contextualised in early years settings with children, teachers 
could see how children engaged with the program, but addi-
tionally, how teachers authentically delivered the program 
to groups of children.

For ECTs undertaking the RAMSR RCT, a folder of all 
the session plans, theoretical material, visual cue cards, 
access to audio files, tip sheets, information for parents and 
teaching assistants, and set of instruments was given to them 
at the initial professional development five-hour workshop. 
Having all the materials for the complete program readily 
available and accessible gave some of the ECTs confidence. 
There were no additional sessions to plan or resources to find 
and teachers felt added confidence in running each session 
as they could implement it straight after the training while 
the knowledge was still front of mind.

I liked the structure of it and having something avail-
able that was already planned for me… you don’t have 
to think… it’s evidence-based … that has research 
behind it… I’m a very structured person, so I like 
structure and I do lots of programs within my pro-
gram (Terri)
I knew what to do at given times, and yes, I found it 
quite easy to follow … The folder is there for you to 
refer to. You've got all the information in one spot. The 
templates are all there, the instruments and everything, 
everything is very, very accessible. (Alice)

Full session plans were provided for each RAMSR ses-
sion, so teachers did not need to supplement the session in 
any way. This causes a potential dilemma for early child-
hood professionals who aim to be responsive to the chil-
dren with whom they work. Structured programs and adult-
directed learning are considered antithetical to child-centred 
approaches usually implemented in early childhood settings, 
however one teacher qualified their response to say how they 
adapted the program to meet the needs of their children:

I quite like the idea of having a program to follow… 
it was good to be able to adapt it based on the day. 
(Natasha)
I always had the laminated card [with the session plan] 
somewhere near me, so I could follow it … nothing 
would throw me because I'd have that … And then if 
there were extension activities I wanted to do, I just put 
a post-it on it, so it was all here, the things I wanted to 
try. So, it was like a cheat sheet. (Jo)

Jo was able to add extension activities (provided as part 
of the program) or adjust the plan according to the needs 
of the children in the group on that particular day. So, 
while the RAMSR program was structured, it also offered 
flexibility.

Coaching and Implementation Support Enhanced 
Relationships and Capacity Building

During the RAMSR training and implementation periods, 
the coach assigned to each ECT remained consistent so that 
a stronger connection could occur. All coaches met their 
ECTs at the professional development full-day workshop 
and then visited individual centres to deliver a session to 
the ECT’s group of children (in the year prior to trial imple-
mentation). The ECT could see a complete RAMSR session 
in action and ask any questions prior to leading their own 
sessions. During the implementation period for the RCT, the 
coach would visit centres again to watch the first iteration 
of each of the four RAMSR session plans to address any 
queries and provide supportive feedback and adjustments 
to practice. The coach would participate in and observe the 
session, and give feedback, both oral and written, at the end 
of the session. The coach would also intervene during the 
session if the teacher needed them to fill in or if the teacher 
was hesitant. This observation process also worked well via 
zoom which was required at times due to COVID-19 health 
directives restricting visitors to early childhood centres. A 
device camera could be set up to show the whole group and 
the ECT. The coach could observe the session and engage 
in the coaching discussion immediately after.

It was usual for the ECTs involved in the RCT to feel 
anxious when leading their sessions initially.

Initially I was scared, especially when [coach] was 
watching the first sessions… being watched wasn't 
very nice feeling … that was probably challenging 
initially. (Terri)
At first, I was feeling a little bit apprehensive, and I 
guess the added pressure, … they certainly made me 
feel comfortable ... They were there for support … I 
did feel a little bit of pressure to begin with. (Alice)

RAMSR coaches were available for consultation at any 
time during training or implementation either online, on 
the phone or by arranging more than the planned eight site 
visits (four during the training period, four during the trial 
implementation period). Teachers in this study stated that 
this on-going relationship was fundamental in building their 
confidence.

[The coach] has been really wonderful in terms of con-
necting… lots of emails, tapping in with checking in 
and phone conversations … mentors coming in…being 
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able to ring or to make contact…I could ask them any 
questions… we were really well supported (Alice)
[The coach] would come… I would be like “I just want 
to make sure I’m doing this right”, and she was like 
“No, you’re doing great”. I felt like once I’d done it 
for the first time I did feel like, “Yeah, I can do this all 
right” (Natasha)
It was good to just understand why we’re doing it and 
then have a go at it together… you develop that com-
fortable relationship… you could ask questions… it 
was nice to reflect on things with her [the coach]. (Jo)

Providing feedback and support in the teachers’ own envi-
ronments made the feedback more relevant; coaches could 
assess exactly what teachers were dealing with in their prac-
tice regarding space, children’s temperaments and disposi-
tions and other possible constraints. Feedback always took 
a strengths-based perspective to develop confidence and any 
constructive feedback was aligned with ideas for possible 
solutions to try.

The participants in this study also found that the chil-
dren’s excitement and interest in the program encouraged 
their desire to learn more about it and implement it with 
success.

As the program went over a couple of days, they [the 
children] certainly enjoyed and participated more. 
They got used to it, they knew what they were doing, 
they could anticipate what was coming as well, and 
then yes, my enthusiasm of course, also encouraged 
them to have a go… I definitely felt a lot more confi-
dent in it, as well. (Alice)

This speaks to the value of repetition, not only for the 
children, but also for the teachers to develop and practise 
their skills. As one participant stated:

Each session I felt like I also grew in confidence… 
after the first couple of times it became a lot more 
natural to me. (Alice)

Within the RAMSR study, each plan consisting of six 
short activities completed within 15 to 20 min, was repeated 
every day for two weeks before the next plan was imple-
mented. This meant that each teacher had time to refine their 
skills and develop confidence in each activity before having 
to implement a new plan. The repetition of the activities 
enabled the teachers to gain competency in the activities.

Discussion

The overarching purpose of the study was to explore ECTs’ 
perceptions of a music and movement-based professional 
development program, by investigating how the program 

influenced teacher efficacy, their use of music and move-
ment in the classroom, and their beliefs about the benefits of 
music and movement. The ECTs in the study stated that their 
confidence developed through the collaborative and active 
participation in the professional development, the accessi-
bility of the resources and the ongoing support of a coach.

The most effective professional development occurs when 
the training provided is active, and where teachers engage 
with the materials in the same way as they would teach their 
students providing a contextualised learning that is more 
effective than lecture-based learning (Darling-Hammond 
et al., 2017; Koutsoupidou, 2010; Opfer & Pedder, 2011). 
This provides an opportunity for teachers to reconcile the 
new skills with current understandings of children in their 
classrooms. Teachers who do not see the value in what the 
program is trying to achieve, will not participate or alter 
their practices.

Collaborative learning approaches within perceived 
safe environments create a collective mindset where group 
members act as support for each others’ practice, and nur-
ture problem-solving and courage to try new things (Dar-
ling-Hammond et al., 2017). It was important for trainers 
to model the program for the ECTs to show the teachers 
how and what to teach (Jeanneret, 1997). As the teachers 
embarked on the learning journey and completed the activi-
ties together, a sense of camaraderie was engendered (Brown 
& Engelhardt, 2016; Ibbotson & See, 2021). This active par-
ticipation aids teachers’ sense of belonging and increases 
motivation to put new skills into practice.

For some teachers, however, having to perform in front 
of others was daunting and made them uncomfortable. One 
participant expressed their dislike of having to actively 
engage in the activities in front of others. She commented 
that she found the videos helpful to learn the program and 
practise. The demonstration videos were of teachers like 
themselves undertaking the program activities in similar 
settings in which they would teach and this developed con-
fidence in the teachers. Studies have shown that teachers 
frequently utilise online videos to learn repertoire (de Vries, 
2013). The danger in this practice is that teachers are not 
always discriminating in what they choose and do not always 
know the theory behind why they are doing certain activities 
except that children enjoy them (Bautista et al., 2024). This 
reiterates Barrett et al. and’s (2019a, 2019b) assertion that 
teachers found it hard to justify why they were doing certain 
musical activities and to articulate the benefits for children’s 
development.

Coaching has been widely established as an effective 
strategy to support teachers to acquire and implement 
new skills (Yang et al., 2022). Most coaching approaches 
involve goal setting, observation, feedback, and reflection 
(Elek & Page, 2019), all approaches taken as part of the 
RAMSR coaching program. These strategies enable teachers 



Early Childhood Education Journal 

to think deeply about and mindfully improve their practice 
(Darling-Hammond et al., 2017). Critical to productive 
coaching approaches is the fostering of supportive relation-
ships between coach and teacher (Yang et al., 2022). Such 
relationships should acknowledge the vulnerability of the 
teacher and coaches should provide supportive and confi-
dence-building feedback (Bainger, 2009). Reflection is an 
important part of coaching approaches (Yang et al., 2022) 
with discussion aimed at addressing teachers’ practice and 
how it might be improved. In relation to enhancing music 
self-efficacy in particular, Barrett et al., (2019a, 2019b) posit 
that in-situ mentoring, which shares some of the same char-
acteristics as coaching, is an important form of professional 
development with long-term impacts on teachers’ confi-
dence and students’ learning outcomes. Prior research has 
also established the effectiveness of web-mediated coaching 
(Artman-Meeker et al., 2014).

Most of the teachers expressed some anxiety when first 
having to perform in front of their coach, similar to per-
forming in front of their peers. Koutsoupidou’s (2010) study 
found similar results, where PSTs demonstrated high levels 
of anxiety prior to teaching their music sessions due to their 
lack of experience and low confidence, however anxiety 
soon became excitement as the PSTs developed skills and 
abilities. This was particularly effective when teachers could 
see the enthusiasm their children had for the music session. 
Seeing positive results in children’s outcomes increased 
motivation in teachers to persevere even when they may have 
found tasks challenging initially (de Vries, 2013).

The individualised support within the coaching ses-
sions helped participants to reassess their musical ability 
and encouraged them to develop their skills alongside the 
children, leading to teachers developing confidence to try 
more music within their practice. As Bainger (2009) con-
curs, having coaches observing and addressing the individ-
ual reasons why teachers lack confidence and by providing 
specialised supports, teachers can develop confidence to 
become “active music-makers with their children” (p. 17). 
Additionally, having the resources, in the form of session 
plans, music tracks, demonstration videos, visual cue cards 
and inexpensive equipment, accessible made it easy for the 
ECTs to implement the program regularly without having 
to spend time planning and trying to find and be able to use 
technical equipment. The teachers were able to adapt the 
plans to meet the needs of their specific children on the day. 
Opfer and Pedder (2011) acknowledge that “the complex 
teaching and learning environments in which teachers live” 
(p. 377) need to be considered when working on developing 
teachers’ knowledge and skills. Promoting regular use of 
the program in classrooms and making sessions part of the 
teachers’ daily routines also meant that they practised, as the 
children practised, and they developed competency together, 
just like they did in the professional development. Teachers 

who receive support through coaching and specialised scaf-
folding from experts are more likely to put recommended 
practices into action and use them consistently (Darling-
Hammond et al., 2017).

The teachers also valued that the program was evidence-
based, therefore teachers could confidently use the pro-
gram knowing that there was value in what they were doing 
rather than randomly selecting something from the inter-
net. Teachers’ active music and movement engagement has 
been strongly linked with positive beliefs of the educational 
value of such (Young, 2018). Interweaving the evidence and 
theory behind the activities increased the teachers’ knowl-
edge that they were supporting children’s development. For 
any professional development or program to be successful, 
it must align with educators’ pedagogical approaches and 
inherent beliefs (Neuman, 2010).

Limitations

While this study contributes to an important field of research 
in promoting teacher confidence to implement music and 
movement in their educational practices, some limitations 
of the study should be considered. Primarily, the partici-
pant sample were implementing the program as part of a 
randomised control trial context and were implementing 
RAMSR under strict research conditions. Further research 
should explore the implementation experiences of educators 
when using the RAMSR program in naturalistic settings. 
Another limitation of the study revolves around the findings 
being specific to the RAMSR program, however these can be 
translated to other music programs that incorporate rhythm 
and movement components but are not able to extend to 
music programs which incorporate different elements (e.g., 
singing components).

Recommendations

The findings from this interview study suggest three ways 
that ECTs can develop confidence to teach rhythm and 
movement with the children in their care, including through 
relevant, collaborative, active and timely professional devel-
opment, readily accessible resources and programs, and 
through coaching by experienced and supportive specialists. 
The implications for professional development are that the 
training should occur just prior to when the activity is to be 
enacted, to best sustain levels of interest and allow ECTs to 
immediately implement their learnings. In this study, ECTs 
did practice skills learned immediately, but then needed to 
implement the program again following a summer break. 
Future professional learning programs should consider what 
refreshers and reminders are needed during particular time 



 Early Childhood Education Journal

points during implementation to help maintain enthusiasm 
and fidelity. Professional development should enable teach-
ers to actively participate in program activities to develop 
skills and provide opportunities to participate in groups 
to share experiences with colleagues. ECTs need multiple 
resources to support their work. Providing balance of theo-
retical knowledge on the subject, linked to evidenced-based 
research, to justify the benefits of the activities may support 
teachers’ efficacy and application of new skills (specifically 
music and movement) in the classroom. ECTs will be more 
likely to engage in professional development when they 
believe their skill-development may be readily up taken and 
directly enhance children’s learning outcomes.

An important aspect of professional development, par-
ticular as it relates to the delivery of a specific program to 
children, is having all the necessary resources readily acces-
sible. This will increase motivation in the ECTs to imple-
ment the activities and promote active engagement in the 
program from the outset, when motivation and increased 
self-efficacy from the professional development is optimal. 
Finally, the coaching of teachers in a supportive and non-
judgemental way offers an important opportunity to develop 
teacher confidence in skill development. Regular in-centre 
visits and electronic communication allow coaches to pro-
vide specific support relevant to the children and environ-
ments where educators were implementing the program. The 
development of strong, collegial relationships with coaches 
can promote confidence in teachers allowing them to feel 
free to ask questions, try out ideas and seek help if needed. 
Successful coaches will be accepting in their interactions 
with teachers, acknowledge their initial anxieties, offer sup-
portive guidance, and promote reflective practice.

Conclusion

Approaches by which ECTs can be supported to implement 
an evidence-based program as part of their regular teach-
ing practice have been highlighted throughout this paper. 
Through well-designed and interactive professional develop-
ment, accessible resources linked to theory and a coaching 
program, ECTs can develop confidence and skills in using 
music activities in the classroom. This approach to profes-
sional learning has been identified as being successful in 
bolstering teacher confidence to use music in their practice 
and can be adopted by other programs and other curriculum 
and pedagogical areas beyond music.
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