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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

This chapter introduces the formative evaluation of the Dabble ‘n’ Dance program 

which is presented more thoroughly throughout ensuing chapters of the thesis. The 

chapter briefly describes the Dabble ‘n’ Dance program including its aims, objectives 

and initial inception. Definitions of key terms which are used throughout the text are 

provided. This is followed by a brief overview of the current study’s aims and 

objectives and the rationale for the research. An outline of the following chapters is 

then provided.   

Dabble ‘n’ Dance  

Dabble ‘n’ Dance is a group program which offers music and visual art activities, 

reflective of music and art therapeutic interventions, to parents and their young 

children. The program operates in a secondary school in regional Victoria and sessions 

are hour long, taking place once weekly during school terms. Dabble ‘n’ Dance is 

attended by young parents who have returned to or are continuing at their education 

and their child/children who are aged zero to five years. It began in term three of 2010 

and so far has run each term through 2011 and participants (most of whom are 

parents at the school) can attend any number of program sessions (Bluebird 

Foundation Inc. 2011). Dabble ‘n’ Dance utilises facilitators who are trained in art and 

music to provide structured activities designed to meet program aims. These aims 

include: to strengthen the relationship between parents and their children; to support 

positive parenting behaviours, strategies and self confidence; to expose children to the 

wonder of the Arts; and to empower young parents to utilise the arts and share in the 

arts with their children in their homes (Lawson 2010). Dabble ‘n’ Dance is run by 

collaboration by partner agencies, The Bluebird Foundation Inc. (a not for profit 

charitable organisation which aims to make quality arts programs accessible to all) 

(Bluebird Foundation Inc. 2011), and the Young Parents Access Program (a program 

supporting young parents who have returned to or are continuing at education) 

(Young Parents Access Program 2008). The Dabble ‘n’ Dance program receives funding 

to operate from various community organisations. 
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Throughout this thesis, the Dabble ‘n’ Dance program is referred to either in full or as 

‘the program’.  

Rationale of the Research 

During my third year of the Bachelor of Social Work degree at Deakin University I was 

employed as a Child Development worker in Child Protection. In my role, I supervised 

and facilitated access visits between parents and their children who were usually 

residing in out of home care. This experience provided me with an insight into the 

complicated nature of parent-child interaction and the formation of attachments and 

maintenance of relationships between children no longer living at home and their 

parents. It also instilled in me a passion to continue working with families and children 

who are experiencing complexity in their lives. Upon reading information about the 

Dabble ‘n’ Dance program in a letter of invitation to complete the Honours program at 

Deakin University, I was excited about the opportunity to undertake an evaluation of 

this program. I have always been passionate about music and art and, although it is by 

no means an area of skill or speciality for me, the opportunity to combine and consider 

creative interventions with parents and children was ideal.    

The Dabble ‘n’ Dance program was initially implemented within the regional secondary 

school in which it currently operates in late 2010. In order to offer a program that was 

effective and appropriate, program developers considered it important that Dabble ‘n’ 

Dance be independently evaluated. The evaluation of a program’s processes and form, 

during its early stages of inception, assists to ensure its appropriateness and suitability 

for the population to whom it is being offered (DePoy & Gilson 2003; Royse, Thyer & 

Padgett, 2010). It also allows for improvements, changes and developments should 

they be required, to a programs operation (DePoy & Gilson 2003; Marlow & Boone 

2005).  

As discussed in the Literature Chapter (below) it is important to note here that no 

literature was found explicitly discussing the combined use of music and art therapy 

with parents and children. Although these therapies are discussed in isolation, no 

consideration of a program which uses them together could be ascertained within a 

search of the literature (discussed in more detail in Chapter 2). Dabble ‘n’ Dance 
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therefore appears to be a unique program an evaluation of which could contribute to 

what is considered a significant gap in the literature.   

Research Aims and Objectives 

This study was particularly concerned with undertaking an evaluation of the Dabble ‘n’ 

Dance program through considering the experiences of those who attend it (Marlow & 

Boone 2005). A formative evaluation methodology was utilised to gain in-depth and 

descriptive data (D’Cruz & Jones 2004) and explore the following question: “How are 

various aspects of the Dabble ‘n’ Dance program experienced by those who have 

previously or do currently attend it”?  

This study had two aims. The first was to answer the research question by undertaking 

a formative evaluation of Dabble ‘n’ Dance. The second was to contribute to the 

available literature pertaining to music and art group programs with parents and their 

children.    

Definition of Key Terms 

Music Therapy 

This study utilises the definition of “music therapy” accepted by the Australian Music 

Therapy Association, which describes and defines Music Therapy as “the planned and 

creative use of music to attain and maintain health and wellbeing. People of any age or 

ability may benefit from a music therapy programme regardless of musical skill or 

background. Music Therapy focuses on meeting therapeutic aims, which distinguishes 

it from musical entertainment or music education. Music Therapy allows an 

individual’s abilities to be strengthened and new skills to be transferred to other areas 

of a person’s life” (Australian Music Therapy Association 2011).  

 Art Therapy 

Similarly, the Australian and New Zealand Arts Therapy Association definition of “Art 

Therapy” has been adopted here. That Association notes that “Art Therapy uses 

creative processes, including art making, drama and movement to improve and 

enhance physical, mental and emotional wellbeing. It is considered to be suitable for 

all ages and many life situations and can be done with individuals or groups. Art 
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therapy works by accessing imagination and creativity, which can generate new 

models of living, and contribute towards the development of a more integrated sense 

of self, with increase self awareness and acceptance” (The Australian and New Zealand 

Arts Therapy Association 2011). 

These definitions are taken directly from the official websites of the Australian Music 

Therapy Association and The Australian and New Zealand Arts Therapy Association 

respectively. These definitions provide a guide for these key terms and have informed 

the researcher’s understanding of this area. These terms also may not have informed 

the development of Dabble ‘n’ Dance as the researcher was not associated or affiliated 

with the program developers, and so their definitions and understanding of art and 

music therapy are unknown. 

Outline of Thesis Chapters 

This thesis is structured into five chapters followed by appendices and references. 

Chapter Two of the thesis provides an overview and analysis of the available literature 

pertaining to music and art group programs with parents and children, identifying gaps 

in the literature and the contribution of the current study. Chapter Three provides a 

discussion of the research methodology. Chapter Four presents the findings of the 

research and discusses the major themes identified by participants relating to their 

experiences of various aspects of the Dabble ‘n’ Dance program. The final chapter, 

Chapter Five, provides a comparison of the findings to existing literature and suggests 

implications for future research, and draws this thesis to a close.  
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

The following chapter includes a summary and analysis of the available literature 

pertaining to art and music therapy group programs with families. An introductory 

overview of the utilisation and effectiveness of music and creative arts therapies and 

interventions is provided. A more specific account of the growing phenomenon of 

interactive family music therapy (Edwards 2011) analyses the contribution of an 

increasing evidence base supporting music and arts therapies as successful modalities 

of intervention and prevention with parents and their children (Mackenzie & Hamlett 

2005; Olfield & Bunce 2001; Oldfield, Adams & Bunce 2003; Shoemark 1996). Also 

considered is the effectiveness of group work intervention with mothers, particularly 

those considered to be “at risk” (Dickinson & Joe 2010; Mackenzie & Hamlett 2005; 

McDonald, Conrad, Fairtlough, Fletcher, Green, Moore & Lepps 2009). An analysis of 

the literature reporting on the evaluations of programs similar to Dabble ‘n’ Dance is 

also undertaken. Limitations and gaps in the existing literature are outlined.  

Music and Art Therapy and Parent Child Interactions 

It has been argued that family systems (Shoemark 1996) play an integral role in child 

development and that positive parent-child interaction, attachments and bonding 

opportunities may increase positive developmental outcomes (Sanson & Wise 2001; 

Shoemark 1996). Programs utilising music therapy with parents and infants have 

principally intervened with families who are considered to be at risk, marginalised and 

vulnerable seeking to utilise music therapy to increase interactions, strengthen parent-

infant bonds (Edwards 2011) and parent-child relationships and thus promote positive 

developmental outcomes (Abad & Edwards 2004; Lyons 2000; McIntrye 2009; 

Nicholson, Berthelsen, Abad, Williams & Bradley 2008; Oldfield & Bunce 2001; 

Oldfield, Adams & Bunce 2003; Shoemark 1996).  

One such program, Sing & Grow, first implemented in Queensland, Australia in 2001 

(Abad & Williams 2007), is widely reported upon (Abad & Edwards 2004; Abad & 

Williams 2007), has been rigorously evaluated (Nicholson et. al 2008) and is now 

implemented Australia wide (Abad & Williams 2007). Sing & Grow provides a short-
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term early intervention group program to families with children three years and under 

who are considered to be at risk as a result of socio-economic circumstances (Abad & 

Edwards 2004; Abad & Edwards 2007; Nicholson et. al 2008).  The program uses music 

therapy interventions and aims to strengthen parent-child relationships; increase 

parent capacity and self esteem and provide developmentally stimulating activities to 

children (Abad & Edwards 2004; Abad & Williams 2007; Nicholson et. al 2008; Williams 

& Abad 2005). An initial evaluation of Sing & Grow undertaken three years after its 

implementation found that parent-child interactions increased over time and that 

parents reported having developed new skills, confidence and knowledge of how 

music could be implemented as a positive parenting strategy (Abad & Edwards 2004; 

Abad & Edwards 2007). A more in-depth outcome evaluation of Sing & Grow 

undertaken in 2005 reportedly supported findings from previous research (Abad & 

Edwards 2004; Abad & Williams 2007; Nicholson et. al 2008). This second evaluation 

suggested Sing & Grow had been effective in increasing parent-child relationships, 

providing parents with efficacious music interventions and improving parent and child 

behaviours, parental mental health, and child outcomes including social skills and 

communication (Nicholson et. al 2008). Sing & Grow was also implemented with 

Indigenous families and although attendance was at first poor, alterations to the 

program including the development of trust and rapport between facilitators and 

participants as well as placing emphasis on creating a welcoming and appropriate 

program context, increased participation and enjoyment (Williams & Abad 2005).  

Earlier programs have aimed to strengthen the relationship between mothers and 

their children (Oldfield & Bunce 2001; Oldfield, Adams & Bunce 2003) as well as the 

broader family unit (Shoemark 1996). In the United Kingdom for example, music 

therapy was implemented with a mother and toddler group in order to increase 

mother’s self esteem relating to their parenting skills and the management of their 

children’s at times difficult behaviours (Oldfield & Bunce 2001). Music was used as a 

technique to target specific areas requiring intervention relevant to individual families 

and also to provide mothers with positive and effective behavioural interventions 

(Oldfield, Adams & Bunce 2001). Research considering the effects of this United 

Kingdom program which is not named, was undertaken in the period 1996-1998 
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(Oldfield, Adams & Bunce 2003) and results suggest that music therapy was effective in 

providing mothers with positive parenting strategies and assisting them to understand 

their children and their relationships with them (Oldfield, Adams & Bunce 2003). Music 

therapy has also been used in family centred models which have worked with children 

who are at risk of developmental delay (Shoemark 1996) or who have an existing 

disability (Allgood 2005). In the United States of America in 2000 a music therapy 

program, also not named was implemented in a private therapeutic setting for families 

in which a child had autism spectrum disorder (Allgood 2005). Music was utilised 

because it was considered to be engaging and familiar and allowed for self-expression. 

A discussion considering parents perceptions of the program suggests music facilitated 

engagement between parents and children; assisted parents to gain a better 

understanding of their relationships with their children and enabled parents to learn 

about how music could be used to assist their child’s development and growth 

(Allgood 2005).  

In Australia, a music therapy component was implemented within The Playgroup 

Program not as an intervention, but prevention with families who had a child at risk of 

developmental delay (Shoemark 1996). Within the music therapy sessions in The 

Playgroup Program, parents, the targeted child and siblings interacted together in a 

relaxed environment and engaged in musical activities together. This encouraged 

positive shared experiences between them, elicited creative self-expression amongst 

family members and thereby facilitated the development of strengthened 

relationships (Shoemark 1996). Also in Australia, an Interactive Family Music Therapy 

program focusing on the relationships and interactions between family members is 

discussed by McIntyre (2009). This author describes the use of interactive music 

therapy as an effective intervention with family systems in which a child is 

experiencing mental illness. It is suggested in discussion of this program that music 

therapy can provide an opportunity for self expression and communication in families 

where a connection to one another has been eroded, thus enhancing relationships 

(McIntyre 2009).  

A program in America targeting mothers and children from ethnically diverse 

backgrounds who had experienced poverty and marginalisation, is discussed by Lyons 
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(2000). In this program music was used to enhance group processes such as 

cooperation and cohesion. Music was seen as an effective way to achieve the aims of 

the group which included creating healthy parent-child interactions and contributing 

to the growth and learning of both parents and children (Lyons 2000).  

As is apparent from this review, much of the existing literature discusses music- based 

programs with families who are considered to be in some way at risk. By contrast, 

Mackenzie and Hamlett (2005) contribute a differing perspective in their consideration 

of the applicability of music based activities with families considered to be “well”. 

These authors present a discussion of the Music Together program in Australia which 

used music to increase early attachment between parents and children and increase 

the availability of social supports to them (Mackenzie & Hamlett 2005).  

Although there exists a body of literature pertaining to the use of group music therapy 

with parents and children, minimal literature could be found discussing the use of art 

therapies with families, the evidence base for art therapy is considered to be limited in 

general (Feen-Calligan & Nevedal 2008; Kelly 2010). However, one such program is 

discussed by Proulx (2002), who has undertaken art therapy intervention with parent-

child dyads with the aim of increasing their interactions and relationships. Proulx 

(2002) used experiential art activities within these groups to increase the emotional 

attachments and shared experiences between parents and infants.   

Only one study could be found in the available literature discussing the use of music 

and art activities in combination (McDonald et. al 2009). This study evaluated the 

effectiveness of a group program for teenage mothers and their babies known as 

Families and Schools Together [FAST] babies. The use of music and art and craft 

activities within this program is briefly mentioned in participant feedback which 

suggested that these activities were one of the most enjoyable elements of the 

program (McDonald et. al 2009). Beyond this however, no more elaborate or 

descriptive information is provided about the music and art activities specifically.   
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Music, Art and Child Development 

Music and art-based activities are considered to play an important role in children’s 

development and learning (Johnson 2007; Nicholson et. al 2008 and Standley, 

Walworth & Nguyen). Much of the literature pertaining to the use of music and arts  

activities across a wide range of settings is theoretically informed by developmental 

and psychological perspectives (McIntyre 2009; Nicholson et. al 2008 Oldfield & Bunce 

2001; Oldfield, Adams & Bunce 2003; Shoemark 1996) and as such several art and 

music programs aim to increase child developmental outcomes and enhance 

developmentally appropriate skill acquisition (Abad & Edwards 2004; Lyons 2000; 

Mackenzie & Hamlett 2005; Nicholson et. al 2008; Williams & Abad 2005).  

In primary school-aged children for example a correlation has been established 

between music activities and memory and literacy development (Salmon 2010), and so 

too has the relationship between visual art experiences and the acquisition of literacy 

skills (Johnson 2007). Research undertaken by Standley, Walworth & Nguyen (2002) 

considered the impact of music on developmental outcomes in children up to two 

years of age.  Comparing results between an experimental and a control group, 

researchers found that by attending four to seven music sessions those in the 

experimental group obtained significantly increased developmental skills scores 

(Standley, Walworth & Nguyen 2002, p. 13) relating to cognitive skill development, 

social skill development and motor skill development. In addition, Proulx (2002) 

discusses the use of art therapy with parents and children as a means to promote 

emotional development in children and enhance communication skills. Further, several 

studies which measured child engagement with developmentally stimulating music 

activities, suggest that engagement with these increased over time (Mackenzie & 

Hamlett 2005; Nicholson et. al 2008; Olfield, Adams & Bunce 2003). Thus, music and 

art activities have been found to be linked with social, emotional, cognitive and 

physical development (Mackenzie & Hamlett 2005; Nicholson et al. 2008; Proulx 2002; 

Standley, Walworth & Nguyen 2002).   
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Music and Art Therapies as a means of Expression and Communication 

Music and art-based activities are espoused as effective therapeutic techniques in 

work with children (Coholic, Lougheed & Lebreton 2009; Lefevre 2004). In particular, 

experiential and visual art-based activities have been considered efficacious in 

providing children in foster care with the opportunity to enhance self awareness and 

self esteem and provide a platform for increased communication (Coholic, Lougheed & 

Lebreton 2009). An evaluation of an art-therapy workshop in America, found that 

engaging with the arts allowed for increased self-expression through the art making 

process (Feen-Calligan & Nevedal 2008, p. 180). Similarly, in a discussion and summary 

of available literature, Kelly (2010) suggests that art-based activities are experienced as 

therapeutic because they allow for a mode of expression alternative to verbal 

therapies. Musical activities also, are considered to both enhance communication 

(McIntyre 2009) and provide a form of communication alternate to verbalisation 

(Lefevre 2004). Where children cannot verbalise, elaborate upon or describe their 

feelings and experiences these can instead be expressed through the use of creative 

arts and music and thus may have powerful therapeutic qualities (Coholic, Lougheed & 

Lebreton 2009; Lefevre 2004).   

Music and Art Therapies as Group Programs 

In the main, family music therapy programs are generally implemented within a group 

context (Abad & Edwards 2004; Allgood 2005; Coholic, Lougheed & Lebreton 2009; 

Dickinson & Joe 2010; Feen-Calligan & Nevedal 2008; Lyons 2000; Mackenzie & 

Hamlett 2005; McDonald et. al 2009; Oldfield & Bunce 2001; Proulx 2002; Shoemark 

1996; Williams & Abad 2005). It is theorised that the provision of programs within a 

group context assists to increase participants’ experiences of social connectedness and 

decrease social isolation and exclusion (Dickinson & Joe 2010; Lyons 2000; Mackenzie 

& Hamlett 2005; McDonald et. al 2009; Shoemark 1996). A group context has been 

found to be beneficial for the infants and children attending group programs (Lyons 

2000; Mackenzie & Hamlett 2005) as the group structure provided an environment 

which was conducive to social development.  
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A central aim of the Music Together program was to assist families in developing 

supportive networks and decreasing their experience of social isolation (Mackenzie & 

Hamlett 2005). Similarly, Shoemark (1996) discussed the implementation of music in a 

group setting in order to increase the formal and informal supports and networks 

made available to families through learning from each other. Lyons (2000) discussed 

specifically the use of social group work with marginalised families, highlighting the 

importance of groups for providing support, co-operation and mutuality among peers. 

Other programs utilising similar therapies though not using music specifically have also 

been implemented within a group context with the aim of decreasing the isolation and 

exclusion experienced by those attending (Dickinson & Joe 2010; McDonald et. al 

2009). In an evaluation of a group work program with young mothers, participants 

identified that “being connected socially to other young mothers was the most 

important aspect of the group” (Dickinson & Joe 2009, p. 42). The young mothers 

enjoyed being together with peers in a similar situation and some formed friendships 

which extended and were maintained beyond the group (Dickinson & Joe 2009). In like 

vein, the development of friendships also ensued for many participants attending the 

Music Together program with attendees indicating that they had developed supportive 

relationships, which extended beyond their actual participation in the program 

(Mackenzie & Hamlett 2005). Another group program targeting teenage mothers is 

discussed by McDonald et. al (2009) who considered the impact of attending a group 

program, the evaluation of which suggested that participants experienced increased 

social supports through participation in the group and meeting other mothers in 

similar situations to their own (McDonald et. al 2009).  

The development of friendships and supportive relationships in group programs has 

contributed to participants’ enjoyment of them. Participant feedback from previous 

studies has also indicated that another important aspect of the success of group 

programs include the quality of facilitation (Dickinson & Joe 2010), the development of 

trust and rapport with facilitators (Williams & Abad 2005) and supportive therapeutic 

relationships (Feen-Calligan & Nevedal 2008).  

While studies into group programs suggest that a group context can increase social 

connectedness and decrease social isolation and exclusion, a contrasting report is 



12 

provided by Mulcahy, Parry and Glover (2010) who examined  the experiences of 

women attending informal grass roots mothers’ groups in what the authors described  

as a middle class district of Canada. This study concluded that while women attending 

the groups did experience social connectedness, they were also likely to experience 

exclusion, judgement and gendered expectations attributed primarily to differences in 

parenting styles and beliefs (Mulcahy, Parry & Glover 2010). 

Previous Evaluations     

Studies have been undertaken to evaluate the effectiveness of art and music therapy 

programs discussed above using a variety of evaluative methodologies (Adams & 

Edwards 2004; Dickinson & Joe 2010; Feen-Calligan & Nevedal 2008; Mackenzie & 

Hamlett 2005; McDonald et. al 2009; McIntyre 2009; Nicholson et. al 2008; Oldfield, 

Adams & Bunce 2003; Proulx 2002; Shoemark 1996).  

Studies evaluating the FAST babies program (McDonald et. al 2009) and The Young 

Mothers Support Group (Dickinson & Joe 2010) for example used mixed method 

designs to evaluate both the processes and outcomes of these programs. Other 

evaluations have utilised outcome methodologies alone to assess the extent to which 

programs such as Sing & Grow (Nicholson et. al 2008) and The Music Together 

Program (Mackenzie & Hamlett 2005) met therapeutic aims. Others still have used 

qualitative methodologies such as in-depth case studies (Abad & Edwards 2004; 

McIntyre 2009; Proulx 2002; Shoemark 1996), case vignettes (Oldfield, Adams & Bunce 

2003) and questionnaires (Feen-Calligan & Nevedal 2008) to consider the perceptions 

and experiences of participants relating to various elements of art and music therapy 

programs.  

While methods of data collection and analysis have included, either separately or in 

combination, participant observation (Nicholson et. al 2008; Oldfield, Adams & Bunce 

2003; Standley, Walworth & Nguyen 2002) and verbal feedback during informal 

interviews (Adams & Edwards 2004; Dickinosn & Joe 2010; McDonald et. al 2009; 

McIntyre 2009), the most commonly used method of data collection was 

questionnaires (Adams & Edwards 2004; Feen-Calligan & Nevedal 2008; Mackenzie & 

Hamlett 2005; Mc Donald et. al 2009; Nicholson et. al 2008; Oldfield, Adams & Bunce 

2003; Shoemark 1996). What all studies had in common is that they evaluated 
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programs based upon researcher created categories and use deductive analytical 

methods, rather than considering the program attendees own perceptions and 

experiences as they themselves describe them 

Gaps and Limitations in the Research 

There exists a growing body of literature reporting on and evaluating programs which 

utilise music-based therapies with children and families as a means of intervention and 

prevention (Abad & Edwards 2004; Abad & Williams 2007; Edwards 2011; Lyons 2000; 

Mackenzie & Hamlett 2005; McIntyre 2009; Nicholson et. al 2008; Oldfield & Adams 

2001; Oldfield, Adams & Bunce 2003; Shoemark 1996; Williams & Abad 2005). A 

significant gap in the existing research, however, has been identified as relating to the 

use of experiential creative art-based activities with families (Kelly 2009). This is an 

area of research which Feen-Calligan and Nevedal (2008) believe demands further 

evaluative attention. Additionally, save for McDonald et. al (2009) no literature could 

be found discussing in-depth the use of music and art therapies in combination, 

identifying a substantial limitation of available research. This study aimed to begin to 

address this absence from existing literature. As well as undertaking a study which 

considered the experiences of individuals who attended music and art programs with 

their children from their unique perspectives and perceptions rather than measuring 

researcher imposed experiences.     
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

This study, essentially a formative program evaluation, had two aims. The first was, 

through undertaking an evaluation of the Dabble ‘n’ Dance program during early/initial 

stages of its implementation to provide feedback to facilitators as to how it was 

experienced by those attending it (DePoy & Gilson 2003 and Marlow & Boone 2005). 

The second aim was to contribute more information to the body of literature available 

on the topic of arts and music group programs for parents and their children and 

address the identified gap relating to the use of music and art activities in combination. 

In order to achieve these aims the study sought to answer the research question: 

“How are various aspects of Dabble ‘n’ Dance experienced by those who are currently 

or have previously attended it?” 

To answer this question a qualitative methodology was utilised, and specifically a 

formative program evaluation was the most appropriate (Marlow & Boone 2005; 

Royse, Thyer & Padgett 2010). A formative evaluation considered the experiences of 

program participants (Marlow & Boone 2005) and was an appropriate methodology 

preceding the initial implementation of Dabble ‘n’ Dance (DePoy & Gilson 2003).  A 

qualitative methodology allowed for the collection of data rich in description and 

detail from the perspectives of those attending the Dabble ‘n’ Dance program (D’Cruz 

& Jones 2004; Marlow & Boone 2005 and Royse, Thyer & Padgett 2010).    

Ethical Considerations:  

In accordance with the requirements for conducting ethically sound research (Rubin & 

Babbie 2011) prior to beginning the research process ethical approval to do so was 

gained from Deakin University’s Human Ethics Advisory Committee (see appendix A) 

on the 11th May 2011 (Liamputtong & Ezzy 2005). In this instance, particular 

consideration was given to the protection of participants’ confidentiality and 

anonymity (Kreuger & Neuman 2006; Rubin & Babbie 2011). As the participants were 

being recruited from within a small group context, in which they were well known to 

both their peers and program facilitators it was imperative to emphasise a method of 
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recruitment that would, as much as was within the researcher’s control, allow for 

voluntary and confidential participation (Kreuger & Neuman 2006).  

Sampling and Recruitment:  

The formative evaluation of Dabble ‘n’ Dance considered how various aspects of the 

program were experienced by those who had previously or were currently attending it 

(Marlow & Boone 2005). The research population, is considered by Marlow and Boone 

(2005 p.136) to be a “theoretical construct and refers to people with certain 

characteristics that the researcher is trying to understand”. In this instance the 

research population was constructed and defined as “all individuals who are currently 

or have previously attended at least one session of Dabble ‘n’ Dance”. This allowed for 

the experiences and perceptions of all past and present program attendees to be 

considered (Marlow & Boone 2005). In order to conduct ethically appropriate 

research, participation was strictly voluntary and as such a form of purposive sampling 

known as voluntary sampling (Liamputtong & Ezzy 2005) was utilised. Although the 

researcher aimed to study the entire population as defined above, participants were 

only recruited from within this population if they themselves volunteered during the 

recruitment process and in this sense sampling was purposive (Liamputtong & Ezzy 

2005).  

Particular emphasis was placed upon observing the requirements of confidential, 

anonymous and voluntary participation during the recruitment phase of the research 

(Royse, Thyer & Padgett 2010; Rubin & Babbie 2011). The site of recruitment was the 

secondary school at which Dabble ‘n’ Dance sessions were held. Support to undertake 

recruitment and other stages of the research at this site was provided by the Principal 

of the school (see appendix B). Representatives of Bluebird Foundation Inc. also 

provided support to conduct the research, this included acknowledgement of the 

requirements of confidential participation, the protection of participant’s privacy and 

the intellectual property rights of the research (see appendix C).  

Immediately after ethical approval was gained to undertake the study, contact was 

made with the Dabble ‘n’ Dance facilitator and approval gained for the researcher to 

attend a Dabble ‘n’ Dance session and begin recruiting participants (see appendix D). 
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The researcher attended a Dabble ‘n’ Dance session on the 24th May 2011 and 

presented a five minute discussion outlining the evaluative study of Dabble ‘n’ Dance 

detailing what participation in the study would involve, how privacy and confidentiality 

would be protected as well as the voluntary nature of participation. All individuals 

present during this discussion were provided with a flyer (see appendix E) which 

included an outline of the research, an invitation to participate in the study and the 

researcher’s name and e-mail address. Participants were invited to contact the 

researcher via e-mail in order to volunteer in the study. It was considered that by 

recruiting in this way, individuals present would not be required to volunteer as 

participants in front of either their peers or program facilitators, thus protecting their 

privacy and alleviating any outward pressure they may have felt to participate (Kreuger 

& Neuman 2006). However this method of recruitment also contained some 

uncertainty given that potential participants were likely to be busy after the 

introductory discussion by the researcher and so may not have time to make contact 

with her. In addition to this, only three out of a potential eight individuals were 

present at Dabble ‘n’ Dance on the day when the introductory discussion took place. 

Consequently, flyers were left for distribution with a staff member at the facility who 

had regular contact with potential participants. 

This method of recruitment proved troublesome as after a period of some weeks the 

researcher had not been contacted by any potential participants. An amendment was 

therefore put forward to the Deakin University Human Ethics Advisory Committee (see 

appendix F) who provided approval for a change to the method of recruitment (see 

appendix G). The researcher again attended a Dabble ‘n’ Dance session on the 14th 

June 2011, but this time at the end of the program session, and handed all who were 

present a tick box sheet (see appendix H). This sheet allowed for individuals to indicate 

that they either “yes” wanted to be contacted by the researcher to obtain further 

information about participating in the study, or “no” they did not wish to be contacted. 

A section on this sheet was available for individuals to provide an e-mail address or 

telephone number so they could be contacted by the researcher. These sheets were 

then collected by the researcher from all individuals. This allowed for every individual 

present to confidentially opt into or decline participation in the study without any 
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person other than the researcher knowing who had volunteered. This recruitment 

method was far more appropriate as it allowed for participants to respond 

anonymously (Krueger & Neuman 2006) and placed the impetus for making contact 

with those who wished to be involved in the hands of the researcher. Each individual 

present, irrespective of their desire to participate, was provided with a plain language 

statement (“PLS”) which set out the rationale for the study and the processes involved 

in participation (see Appendix I). The PLS also set out how participants’ confidentiality 

would be protected, and what needed to be done should a participant wish to 

withdraw from involvement. 

Individuals who returned a sheet with a ticked “yes” were contacted by the researcher 

via telephone or e-mail and a date, time and location was arranged for an interview to 

take place. Before the interview commenced both signed and verbal consent was 

gained from participants.  

Participants 

In total four participants, of the potential eight who were involved at the time in 

Dabble ‘n’ Dance, volunteered to take part in the evaluative study. All participants 

were female aged between 18 and 35 years. All participants had attended at least one 

session of Dabble ‘n’ Dance with their child/children, and all were engaged in some 

form of education while attending Dabble ‘n’ Dance. Specific demographic data 

pertaining to participants’ and their children were purposefully excluded. Participants 

were only considered to have volunteered to take part in the research after their 

verbal and signed consent had been obtained. 

Data collection    

In order to answer the research question in depth descriptive data was gathered 

relating to participants’ experiences of ‘Dabble n Dance’ sessions. To obtain this 

descriptive data the four participants were interviewed (Marlow & Boone 2005; 

Esterberg 2002; Royse, Thyer & Padgett 2010; D’Cruz & Jones 2004). The use of 

alternative data collection methods was considered, including specifically participant 

observation (Esterberg 2002; Marlow & Boone 2005) and this was listed as a possible 

data collection method in the PLS provided to participants. Participant observation did 
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not occur however as it was decided that this was not the most appropriate method to 

obtain data which discussed participant’s individual experiences (Esterberg 2002). 

Instead, one on one interviews were undertaken to give individual voice to each of the 

research participants. The interviews allowed for in depth exploration of how Dabble 

‘n’ Dance was experienced, and enabled the researcher to consider the views and 

perspectives of participants from within their own context (Esterberg 2002; Marlow & 

Boone 2005).  

Prior to the interviews being conducted the researcher created a semi-structured 

interview guide (see Appendix J) incorporating general themes (Esterberg 2002; D’Cruz 

& Jones 2004). This semi-structured interview schedule provided flexibility enabling 

elaboration and exploration into different topic areas and themes as they arose 

throughout the interview (Royse, Thyer & Padgett 2010; Marlow & Boone 2005). A 

conversational interview style was adopted in which participants were considered as 

partners in the interview and research process, directing the discussion and leading 

the interview (Rubin & Rubin 1995). Within this partnership the researcher used 

probing to gain a more in depth and explanatory understanding of participant’s 

experiences (Liamputtong & Ezzy 2005; Rubin & Rubin 1995). A grounded theory 

approach was utilised and enabled the exploration of new themes as they arose during 

interviews as well as incorporating new themes that had emerged from previous 

interviews (Charmaz 2006).  

With the participants’ consent, these interviews were voice recorded using audiotapes; 

notes were also taken throughout the interview providing support to the researcher in 

pursuing lines of questioning and probing for elaboration and explanation 

(Liamputtong & Ezzy 2005; Royse, Thyer & Padgett 2010).  

During recruitment informal conversations with potential participants indicated that 

they would prefer to attend interviews that were conducted at the site of Dabble ‘n’ 

Dance sessions for ease of participation. This suggestion was adopted by the 

researcher and all four interviews were undertaken at this site. The length of 

interviews ranged from twenty minutes to forty five minutes and took place during 

July 2011. A limiting factor for the length of some interviews included the time 
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constraints participants were under because of other school/educational 

commitments. 

Data analysis 

The voice recordings of each interview were transcribed verbatim by the researcher 

into a word document. Interview transcription allowed for a precise and accurate 

analysis of the data (Esterberg 2002; Liamputtong & Ezzy 2005) and assisted in 

particular with the initial coding phase of data analysis (Charmaz 2006). At the end of 

each interview, participants were asked if they would like to receive a copy of their 

interview transcripts via e-mail. Two out of four of the participants indicated that they 

would like to receive such a transcript, which was subsequently forwarded with the 

request that they respond to the researcher within two weeks if they requested any 

changes be made to the transcript. Neither of the two participants responded 

requesting any changes be made to their transcript during their respective two week 

periods. Each of the four transcripts was de-identified and any names removed from 

the data.  

The transcribed interviews were analysed using thematic analysis, and specifically 

grounded theory methods (Charmaz 2006; Liamputtong & Ezzy 2005). An inductive 

analytical method involved several steps of data analysis which loosely followed the 

guidelines for grounded theory analysis described by Charmaz (2006). This method of 

data analysis allowed for the development of themes as they emerged from within the 

data, rather than analysing data based on researcher imposed categories and ideas 

(Charmaz 2006; Liamputtong & Ezzy 2005). In the initial stages of data analysis full 

interview transcripts were coded line by line (Charmaz 2006) using open coding 

(Esterberg 2002). Focussed coding was then undertaken to identify common themes 

and analyse data within these themes (Charmaz 2006; Esterberg 2002; Liamputtong & 

Ezzy 2005). Axial coding was then undertaken to identify links between each theme, 

category and sub-category identified within data sets (Charmaz 2006; Liamputtong & 

Ezzy 2005). Data analysis began during the data collection stage and emerging themes 

were explored within interviews (Charmaz 2006). Themes were then finalised based on 

axial coding procedures.    
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Pseudonyms selected by the researcher were given to each data set (Esterberg 2002) 

to further reduce the likelihood that participants’ identities would become known, and 

in the chapters which follow these pseudonyms are used whenever participant quotes 

have been included. 

Chapter summary 

A formative evaluation of Dabble ‘n’ Dance was undertaken using qualitative research 

methodologies. One-on-one in-depth interviews were conducted and data collected 

from four participants utilising a semi-structured interview schedule. Inductive 

analytical methods (D’Cruz & Jones 2004) and specifically grounded theory methods 

(Charmaz 2006) were utilised to identify central prominent themes emerging from the 

data. These themes assisted to answer the research question “How are various aspects 

of the Dabble ‘n’ Dance program experienced by those who attend it?” Findings and 

themes which answer this question are discussed below.   
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS 

Introduction 

This chapter presents an overview of the central themes which were identified using 

thematic analysis, specifically grounded theory analytical techniques (Charmaz 2006) 

from participant interviews. These themes provide insight into the research question 

“How are various aspects of the Dabble ‘n’ Dance program experienced by those who 

attend it?” Sub-headings used throughout this chapter represent each of these themes 

and a description of each theme is provided, reflecting the experiences and 

perceptions of participants. Participant quotes are provided throughout, the names 

used on these quotes are pseudonyms chosen by the researcher (Esterberg 2002). In 

addition, the number of children and gender of children attributed to each participant 

throughout the findings are not accurate these too were chosen by the researcher. 

Experiencing Passionate Facilitation 

All of the participants expressed the view that the facilitators of Dabble ‘n’ Dance had a 

significant effect on their positive experiences of the program, unanimously identifying 

their impact as one of the most enjoyable aspects. 

Participants described a positive program “vibe” (Aurelia and Sasha) attributed to 

facilitators’ expressions of chirpiness and happiness, evidenced in their “bubbly 

personalities” (Lucy). The professionalism of facilitators was also appreciated by 

participants who explained that facilitators knew what they were doing and did it well, 

which helped the program to run smoothly. Facilitators’ expertise enabled them to 

adapt the program as they needed to, allowing for the inclusion of all children 

irrespective of mood, preference or behaviours.  

  “um I think Bron and Neisha do a great job...they show that they’re happy 

about doing the program”. (Rosie) 

“They know what they’ve gotta do and they know how to talk to the kids”. 

(Lucy) 
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Participants also identified that Dabble ‘n’ Dance was more than just a job to 

facilitators and the program was something they were passionate about and vested in.  

“It’s really professional but then it’s really like you don’t walk in and feel like oh 

yeah this is like a business or volunteer thing, like they put everything into it”. 

(Rosie)  

Lucy compared Dabble ‘n’ Dance to another music program she had attended, 

explaining that what made Dabble ‘n’ Dance a better experience was the warmth and 

inclusiveness of facilitators. The experience of inclusive facilitation was reiterated by all 

participants who described facilitators as welcoming and including of every person 

attending Dabble ‘n’ Dance.  

The development of supportive and meaningful relationships was identified as being 

important to the welcoming atmosphere created by facilitators. Participants and their 

children were treated as individuals by facilitators who were open and transparent in 

sharing information about their own lives. This contributed to participants and their 

children feeling they were “special” (Lucy) and “a part of something” (Aurelia).  

“I think that cause we sort of have that connection with Bron and Neisha now, 

that when someone else steps in, we’re just like mmm this is a bit bizarre, like 

it’s, it’s different”.  (Rosie)  

Facilitators’ obvious passion for their roles was recognised by participants who 

identified this as impacting upon their own enthusiasm and engagement in the 

program. All participants experienced facilitators’ positivity and happiness as 

infectious, influencing their and their children’s own experience of enjoyment and 

happiness while at Dabble ‘n’ Dance. 

“She’s *Program facilitator+ just friendly, like she’s always smiling...she just 

looks really happy all the time and it’s a good thing to have, like that 

quality...cause if they’re happy, they make everyone else feel happy”. (Sasha)  
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Engaging with and Enjoying Art and Music 

The art and music activities used in Dabble ‘n’ Dance sessions were considered by 

participants to be in themselves uniquely engaging and interesting. All of the 

participants identified the art and music as “enjoyable” for both them and their 

children. All commented that their children’s joy was evident through their level of 

engagement and attentiveness. Participants believed that their children sat and 

listened only because of their interest in the activities, and described that they 

continued to attend Dabble ‘n’ Dance because of their children’s attentiveness and if 

this was not as evident they would no longer attend. The use of engaging songs and 

puppetry and various new and exciting art activities all contributed to the engaging 

elements of the Dabble ‘n’ Dance program. Participants described that attending the 

program provided their children with an opportunity for self expression and creativity. 

“It’s good for my *children] to learn a way of expressing themselves that they 

can’t be told is right and wrong”. (Aurelia) 

Art and Music activities in combination were experienced as enjoyable, exciting and 

engaging. Participants discussed that it was a combination of these two mediums of 

activity that were beneficial. All participants felt that combining music and art activities 

during sessions meant that children were more engaged and interested than if only 

one medium was used in isolation. Participants discussed that art activities were varied 

each week and that there were several activities to choose from, which was 

stimulating for the children and allowed children to exercise choice and creativity. 

Participants described the excitement their children displayed each week as a new 

activity was presented to them. 

“It’s exciting, to see what they’re actually doing on that week”. (Rosie)  

Having only the music or the arts in isolation was felt to be less beneficial for 

participants and their children. Sasha compared Dabble ‘n’ Dance to a different 

program she had attended which used only music and she described this as “boring” 

because it did not use a variety of activities that were interesting to everyone. 

Participants discussed the importance of inclusion - because both music and art 

activities were used if a child had a preference for one over the other they were not 
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excluded. Everyone had a chance at some time in the session to be involved in 

something they enjoyed maintaining children’s focus and enthusiasm.  

“It’s good how they have the music side and the arts side...its good they can 

suit like every child cause one might not like the music but they like painting so 

they still get to enjoy it, yeah, it’s really good”. (Sasha)  

Learning and Growing Together Through Music and Art 

A combination of activities which targeted differing areas of children’s development 

and learning were also considered beneficial by all participants.  

All identified witnessing their children growing, learning and developing both while at 

Dabble ‘n’ Dance and in the home environment as a result of Dabble ‘n’ Dance, as a 

positive and beneficial aspect of the program. They discussed how the music and art 

activities at Dabble ‘n’ Dance enhanced their children’s social, physical and cognitive 

development and lead to skill acquisition. Dabble ‘n’ Dance was considered a beneficial 

activity because it provided a fun and enjoyable way for children to learn through 

music and art. 

“another way of learning, but a fun way for them to learn...coming here’s more 

beneficial than just going to a park and letting them play”. (Rosie)    

Cognitive development was discussed by participants as resulting from songs that lead 

to an increase in learning and memory. They described observing their children 

learning animal names, remembering songs and actions, and using words at home that 

they had heard in songs at Dabble ‘n’ Dance. Participants identified physical skill 

acquisition, including motor skills, arising from art activities such as drawing and 

painting and musical activities including puppetry and hand clapping songs.  

“she’s learnt how to use her hands to do it, and to be able to hold a brush and 

hold other stuff”. (Sasha) 

“I think it’s really good cause it incorporates motor skills with music”. (Aurelia) 

Social learning and the acquisition of social skills was also considered beneficial by 

participants, who identified that their children were interacting with other children 

and learning to share, to be friendly and to co-operate. The use of different music and 
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songs for specific purposes taught the children such social skills as when it was time to 

sit in a circle, when it was time to be quiet, and when it was time sing and dance. 

Participants discussed observing their children remember and develop these skills over 

time, so that now when a song is played they immediately know the behaviour 

required of them.  

Participants also emphasised that Dabble ‘n’ Dance provided their children with an 

opportunity for self expression and creativity. This was considered important by Rosie 

because she felt it gave her daughter an opportunity to express herself in a way that 

she could not be told was right or wrong. Similarly, Aurelia explained that art activities 

were important for her son because (she believed) he needed to think about what he 

was producing and was able to express himself through the production of art.  

The program provided an opportunity for parents to learn alongside their children. 

Participants described positively the opportunity for them to learn not only about 

music and arts in the home, but also to learn more about their children. They 

described having more information about their children’s developmental 

achievements and capabilities through the experience of Dabble ’n’ Dance, and about 

observing the children learn through music and art activities. Participants described 

feeling proud as they watched their children, grow, learn and achieve.  

“It *Dabble ‘n’ Dance+ just makes me more confident and yeah able to express 

myself a bit better, and see that, see they make me proud cause, see what 

they’re doing and what they’re making”. (Lucy) 

Providing Time 

Having a lack of time to spend with their children was common among participants. 

Participants described having multiple demands on their time including education, 

employment and familial obligations. The children of these four participants had all 

been in day care from a young age for a minimum of three days per week. Attending 

Dabble ‘n’ Dance sessions was considered to reduce some of this separation and to 

provide time, where it was otherwise lacking. They felt that Dabble ‘n’ Dance - 
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“ breaks it *the day+ up so that it’s not just stressing, you know, not just stressing about 

schooling and like about the kids being in day care away from me” (Rosie). 

“It just gives me some more time, like to spend with her together” (Aurelia). 

All of the participants experienced Dabble ‘n’ Dance as an accessible, weekly routine 

activity allowing for the provision of time with their children, something they looked 

forward to and planned for. Because Dabble ‘n’ Dance sessions were held at the school 

participants could easily attend and this was identified as important to them.    

“I love that every week I come here, it’s at school so I don’t have to drive 

anywhere, I don’t have to do anything, it’s here and the music really 

incorporates you” (Sasha) 

Interacting Together 

Not only did Dabble ‘n’ Dance allow participants and their children time together but, 

because of the interactive nature of the art and music activities provided, this was 

experienced as quality and meaningful time. The interactive nature of the activities 

incorporated the children and parents together, enhancing the “bond” between them. 

For example, Sasha began describing that one of her younger children had difficulty 

with art activities but explained, however, that her child’s need for assistance meant 

she (Sasha) was required to become involved to help, leading to a shared experience 

between them. Participants described that all of the activities including art and craft, 

painting, singing and dancing required that parents and children be involved together. 

Parents described this interaction as being different to what they would usually do at 

home - as a different kind of togetherness.  

“We spend all day together when she’s not at daycare but she’s just not with 

me, with me”. (Lucy) 

This togetherness was experienced and described in different ways by the various 

participants. For some, bonding ensued from sharing in activities, creations and 

achievements, providing memories and a common ground. For others, bonding was 

attributed to physical closeness and connection, including hugging, children sitting on 

their parents’ laps for songs, helping to hold paint brushes and singing and dancing 

together. 
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“cause we’re here we have cuddles here, we paint here, we listen to music 

together here and she sits on my lap here”. (Aurelia)   

All participants expressed feelings of pride when they were able to engage with their 

children and share in their creativity.  The experience of being together was considered 

by participants to be a central element of Dabble ‘n’ Dance, contributing to the overall 

enjoyment and benefit of the sessions. 

Fitting into a Group 

The group context of Dabble ‘n’ Dance session delivery was described by three out of 

four of the participants to at times be a negative experience for them. The negative 

aspects of attending the group were attributed to participants’ relationships within 

Dabble ‘n’ Dance and their experiences outside of this group. However, participants 

acknowledged that the Dabble ‘n’ Dance group and group structure were not in 

themselves negative.  

 “There’s been a few hiccups, but that’s like separate...the people that come 

here, they’re students as well, so sometimes that gets transferred into this a 

little bit”. (Sasha) 

“It’s nothing to do with Dabble ‘n’ Dance, I’ve just had some issues at the 

school”. (Aurelia) 

The one participant who did not comment on the group context did not regularly 

attend at the school, unlike the other three for whom the experience of attending a 

group program was influenced by the broader school context in which they were 

located. Participants’ identities and relationships within the group had been 

constructed within the wider school setting and these pre-existing relationships were 

at times brought into the group setting impacting on how Dabble ‘n’ Dance was 

experienced.   

Participants’ identities and experiences in the group were also associated with their 

roles as parents and their identification with and commitment to their individual 

notions of what constituted appropriate parenting. Participants expressed feeling 

pressure when their children did not behave as they were expected to do, or when as 

parents they made decisions regarding their children with which others did not 
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necessarily agree. Three out of four participants reported at times feeling judged by 

others within the group and this was principally as a result of differences in 

personality, and in parenting styles and expectations. 

“It’s hard to kind of you know, like all the other kids are behaving and then 

you’ve got your child and it kind of distracts a little bit” (Rosie) 

“I dunno, I feel that they look down on me a bit sometimes”. (Lucy) 

A Sense of Belonging 

Although participants identified that the group context of Dabble ‘n’ Dance was at 

times negative for them, they all identified a sense of belonging at Dabble ‘n’ Dance. 

Participants reported feeling comfortable to attend Dabble ‘n’ Dance when they would 

not attend other programs, and discussed the safe and supportive environment 

created at Dabble ‘n’ Dance at which children could express themselves freely and 

parents could be themselves and feel welcomed and supported. This sense of 

belonging was attributed to the warmth and inclusiveness of facilitators and the fun 

and enjoyable interactive nature of art and music. 

Conclusion 

In short, many of the themes discussed above contributed to this overall sense of 

belonging, of feeling special and a part of something, which participants in Dabble ‘n’ 

Dance experienced. This was aptly summarised by [Rosie] -  

“It’s a good environment, it’s nice and cosy and homely and yeah...and 

welcoming”. (Rosie) 

A discussion of these findings is presented in the following chapter.          
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CHAPTER FIVE: DISCUSSION 

Introduction 

This chapter provides a summary of the findings from data gained through participant 

interviews. A comparison of these findings in relation to current literature relevant to 

the research topic is discussed. The implications of the findings and recommendations 

are presented as they relate both specifically to the Dabble ‘n’ Dance program and 

more broadly to future programs which utilise music and/or art therapies with parents 

and children in a group context. The limitations of the study are then considered along 

with a discussion of how each of the aforementioned sections, impact upon and 

provide an impetus for, future research studies.  

Summary of Major Findings 

As presented more fully in the preceding chapter, the findings from this study suggest 

that for these four participants Dabble ‘n’ Dance was experienced overwhelmingly 

positively and was an enjoyable and exciting program to attend. Participants attributed 

their positive experiences to the skills of the Dabble ‘n’ Dance program facilitators, the 

engaging and exciting nature of music and art activities in combination, and the 

opportunity to spend increased time and to interact meaningfully with their children.  

For these participants music and art activities were considered to aid in their children’s 

cognitive, physical and social development and learning, as well as enhancing the bond 

between parents and their children. Although the group context of Dabble ‘n’ Dance 

was at times a negative experience for program attendance and enjoyment this was 

attributed to the high school context of Dabble ‘n’ Dance rather than the sessions 

themselves. Overall participants developed a sense of belonging within Dabble ‘n’ 

Dance sessions and found that the setting of sessions allowed for ease of access. No 

changes in the program were recommended by participants, save for one participant 

only who believed sessions could go for longer.  
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Comparison to Existing literature 

The findings from this study support the assertions of previous research that 

interactive family music therapy may enhance the meaningful interactions between 

parents and their children and therefore contribute to strengthening these 

relationships (Abad & Edwards 2004; Edwards 2011; Lyons 2000; Mackenzie & Hamlett 

2005; Nicholson et. al 2008; Oldfield & Bunce 2001; Oldfield, Adams & Bunce 2003). 

Similarly, the findings also support the limited body of research which suggests that art 

therapy, specifically engaging in experiential art activities including painting and 

drawing, can increase emotional development and attachment between parents and 

children (Proulx 2002).  

The observations of these four participants of their own children’s engagement with 

and attentiveness to music and art activities, contributes to the argument that this 

form of therapeutic intervention can be particularly engaging (Lyons 2000; Shoemark 

1996). Here participants reported that music and art activities were fun and enjoyable 

for both parents and their children and contributed to a relaxed and welcoming 

environment, supporting the earlier findings of Shoemark (1996), McIntyre (2009) and 

McDonald et. al (2009). The importance of an appropriate space for music therapy 

intervention was identified by Williams and Abad (2005) and this study supports these 

previous findings that the environment in which programs are held need be 

considered. Similarly, as with earlier research findings, participants in this study felt 

that  participation in music and creative art therapies in particular were an effective 

means for children’s creative self-expression (Coholic, Lougheed & Lebreton 2009; 

Feen-Calligan & Nevedal 2008; Kelly 2010; Lefevre 2004; McIntyre 2009; Proulx 2002; 

Shoemark 1996).   

The use of art and music activities in Dabble ‘n’ Dance was experienced as promoting 

child development, an outcome which has been an objective of other music therapy 

programs (Abad & Edwards 2004; Lyons 2000; Mackenzie & Hamlett 2005; Nicholson 

et. al 2008; Standley, Walworth & Nguyen 2009). Participants in this study felt that 

music and art activities may enhance children’s learning in relation to such areas of 

development as cognition (as was concluded by Standley, Walworth & Nguyen 2007) 

including memory and thinking (Johnson 2007; Salmon 2010), social learning and 
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development (Standley, Walworth & Nguyen 2007; Nicholson et. al 2008), the 

development of motor skills (Standley, Walworth & Nguyen 2009) through the 

acquisition of art and instrumental skills (Proulx 2002), and emotional growth through 

the development of parent-child interactions and ensuing bonding (Proulx 2002).   

The findings here also contribute to and affirm what is less evident in the considered 

literature that the experience of quality and passionate facilitation (Dickinson & Joe 

2010), along with the development of positive therapeutic relationships (Feen-Calligan 

& Nevedal 2008) and trust and rapport with facilitators (Williams & Abad 2005) 

contributes to positive experiences within group based programs and continued 

program attendance (Williams & Abad 2005). This was an especially important factor 

for the participants in the current study.       

However, regarding the experiences of attending group-based programs, the 

conclusions drawn from this study are contradictory to what is predominantly 

reported in the literature. The existing research suggests that attending a program in a 

group context can assist in the development of friendships (Mackenzie & Hamlett 

2005; Dickinson & Joe 2010), in reducing experiences of isolation and social exclusion 

(McDonald et. al 2009), in assisting to develop supportive informal networks 

(Shoemark 1996) and in developing supportive relationships with peers (Lyons 2000). 

In contrast, for three out of four of these participants the group context of Dabble ‘n’ 

Dance was at times experienced negatively due variously to the high school context 

and differences amongst program attendees. The findings here are perhaps more 

reflective of research conducted by Mulcahy et. al (2010) whose study of informal 

mothers groups found that those mothers variously experienced social exclusion from 

as well as inclusion in the groups to which they were affiliated. Mulcahy et. al (2010) 

concluded that mothers’ experiences of exclusion were often related to differences in 

mothering style and personality, particularly to the judgements both felt and made by 

mothers holding different or minority beliefs about appropriate discipline and up-

bringing of children. The findings from the current study reflect these experiences.    
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Implications and recommendations for Dabble ‘n’ Dance program facilitators  

Analysis of the feedback provided by these four participants suggests that the 

processes involved in the Dabble ‘n’ Dance program were experienced overwhelmingly 

positively.  

In particular the passion and exuberance of program facilitators had a significant 

impact on participant’s engagement in and enjoyment of Dabble ‘n’ Dance sessions. 

The development of friendly, mutual and meaningful relationships was also considered 

beneficial. It may therefore be considered beneficial to continue facilitation in this way 

with current facilitators where possible. Where new facilitators are required, their 

development of similar relationships with group participants would appear to be 

critical.  

The structure of Dabble ‘n’ Dance and its program aims and objectives are similar to 

other group family music therapy programs reported to be currently operating in 

Australia, including  the Sing and Grow program (Abad & Edwards 2004; Nicholson, et. 

al 2008) and The Music Together program (Mackenzie & Hamlett 2005). Where Dabble 

‘n’ Dance differs significantly is in the use of creative and visual art therapeutic 

activities in combination with music. Excepting research conducted by McDonald et. al 

(2009), a review of the literature did not elicit reports of any other programs which 

explicitly described the utilisation of these activities in combination, suggesting that 

Dabble ‘n’ Dance is a unique program. This unique feature was appreciated by these 

four participants for whom the combination of art and music activities was identified 

as an important element of their enjoyment of the program. It is recommended 

therefore that this combination of activities be continued.  

The combination of music and art provided variety and excitement which may be 

considered a crucial aspect of children’s engagement and enjoyment in Dabble ‘n’ 

Dance sessions and the benefits which ensue from this.  

Although the findings suggested that the school context of Dabble ‘n’ Dance sessions 

was a negative factor for these participants, delivering the sessions within a school 

context also allowed for ease of participant access and so was a significant contributing 

factor to attendance. The convenient time and location of sessions provided a socially 
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inclusive experience for participants who otherwise could not access similar programs 

because of their busy schedules. Continuing to deliver programs in this context in the 

future is important in order to ensure access to what is considered to be a worthwhile 

experience that all participants indicated they hope to engage with in the future. 

Providing sessions on a day and at a time during school terms which is accessible for 

the majority of students would therefore continue to be beneficial in the future. 

Dabble ‘n’ Dance provided an opportunity for these four participants, all of whom 

were experiencing competing demands on their time and identified as time-poor, to 

interact meaningfully with their children, to engage with art and music and to utilise 

these mediums as a means of growing and developing together. Based on feedback 

from these four participants, Dabble ‘n’ Dance has thus far been an appreciated and 

special experience.         

Implications and Recommendations for Future Art and Music Therapy Programs 

The findings from this study suggest that music and art activities are engaging, exciting 

and enjoyable for the children who undertake them. In particular, the use of these 

activities together and the use of varying and changing activities is an important 

element of maintaining attentiveness. The exciting nature of art and music may assist 

to engage children with activities which are educative and enhance learning and 

growth, therefore contributing to positive developmental outcomes, a method of 

engagement which may be beneficial when implemented in other areas. For these 

participants, ease of access to Dabble ‘n’ Dance sessions was an important contributing 

factor to attendance. Future programs may benefit from considering the ease of access 

and availability of such programs to young parents, particularly mothers who are 

juggling multiple educational, employment and familial demands as well as 

parenthood. As the nature and structure of Australian families continues to change 

(Mackenzie & Hamlett 2005) and women’s involvement in the workforce continues to 

increase (Sanson & Wise 2000) the assistance to access programs such as Dabble ‘n’ 

Dance may become increasingly important. 

 Additionally, for these participants sharing in art and music activities with their 

children enhanced their interaction and contributed to their opportunity to bond, 
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arguably therefore strengthening parent-child relationships. This is also particularly 

relevant considering the changes in Australian families as the time available for 

parents to interact with their children becomes increasingly less (Mackenzie & Hamlett 

2005). Programs similar to Dabble ‘n’ Dance may become increasingly relevant to a 

range of Australian families (Mackenzie & Hamlett 2005), irrespective of their 

definition as “marginalised” (Nicholson et. al 2008) or not.  

Of note, feedback from these participants indicates that the implementation of a 

program in a group context does not necessarily lead to the development of 

friendships and supportive relationships, though other research reached a differing 

conclusion (Dickinson & Joe 2010; Mackenzie & Hamlett 2005 and McDonald et. al 

2009). Although the program was experienced as supportive and predominantly 

participants experienced a sense of belonging, the group context was experienced as 

negative at times. Whilst it has been previously found that providing a context in which 

peers who share common experiences or similar attributes may lead to the 

development of friendships and increase social networks (Dickinson & Joe 2010; Lyons 

2000; Mackenzie & Hamlett 2005 and McDonald et. al 2009), for these participants this 

was not the case. Conversely, in this instance the shared circumstance of motherhood 

could be considered as a contributing factor for experiences of judgement and 

exclusion. Further, for this group of participants, their identities and relationships had 

been formulated in the informal setting of a secondary school. Perhaps, therefore, 

social cohesion is more opportune in a formal group than an informal group, 

accounting for the different experiences of individuals attending Dabble ‘n’ Dance who 

had developed friendships in an informal setting, compared to those in other groups 

who have developed friendships in a formalised setting (Dickinson & Joe 2010; Lyons 

2000; Mackenzie & Hamlett 2005). Where these findings may hold relevance for the 

development of future programs is the caution that shared common experiences 

amongst participants’ does not necessarily lead to the development of cohesive and 

positive relationships. Facilitators need to be aware of the potential development of 

tenuous relationships amongst any group, and to monitor and be aware of these, 

perhaps especially in a longer term program such as Dabble ‘n’ Dance. 
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The validity and generalisability of these assertions are somewhat limited however, 

based on several limitations to the research and therefore the applicability of its 

findings (D’Cruz & Jones 2004; Marlow & Boone 2005). The limitations to these 

findings and their implications, as well as the need for future research to further 

explore, explain and describe them, are now discussed. 

Limitations of the research 

There were several limitations identified in relation to the current study. In particular, 

as a result of the small sample size of only four participants, as approximately only half 

of Dabble ‘n’ Dance attendees participated in the research, and because Dabble ‘n’ 

Dance is an open group with changing attendance, the findings may not accurately 

represent or reflect the experiences of parents in general, and are therefore not 

generalisable to the wider population (Liamputtong & Ezzy 2005). It is acknowledged 

however that the study did not aim to produce generalisable results but rather to 

gather in-depth information pertaining to individual experiences (Liamputtong & Ezzy 

2005; Marlow & Boone 2005). Further however, the small sample size and use of single 

interviews mean that it is not possible to determine if theoretical data saturation did 

occur, although this would seem unlikely (Charmaz 2007). Although the themes and 

experiences were accurate for these four participants, other group members whose 

experiences were not provided may well have experienced the group differently, and 

therefore this study’s findings do not necessarily reflect the overall experiences of 

individuals who have previously or do currently attend Dabble ‘n’ Dance sessions 

(D’Cruz & Jones 2004). Additionally, as a result of the time restraints on some 

participants who were usually attending interviews in between classes, some 

questions and emerging themes could not be explored to any great depth or length 

(Marlow and Boone 2005). Ideally, a larger sample size and greater number of 

participants, and the opportunity for more in-depth discussions in some interviews, 

could have provided more insight into the experiences of those attending the Dabble 

‘n’ Dance program (Esterberg 2002; Liamputtong & Ezzy 2005 and Marlow & Boone 

2005).  

Thus, many of the findings are tentative and although they support the literature and 

may offer new insights are by no means conclusive. The findings are based upon the 
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experiences, perceptions and beliefs of participants and are not based upon objective 

or measurable outcomes. In relation to the use of art- and music-based activities as a 

means to enhance child development, this limitation is especially pertinent. There is no 

measurable evidence to suggest that enhanced development ensued from attending 

Dabble ‘n’ Dance or that this was an outcome of the program alone, though this was 

clearly a perception held by the parents who participated in this study. 

Future research 

This study was not an outcome evaluation, rather it was undertaken to gain in-depth 

and descriptive data exploring how the processes of Dabble ‘n’ Dance were 

experienced during its early stages of implementation (Marlow & Boone 2005; Royse, 

Thyer & Padgett 2010). The feedback provided by four participants who attend Dabble 

‘n’ Dance sessions provides some incidental insight, however, into the extent to which 

the program is meeting its stated aims. The use of an inductive research methodology 

(Charmaz 2006) obtained information from participants relating to and reflecting 

program aims without the explicit or deliberate questioning of these topics. This study 

provides an introduction based on the beliefs of participants and therefore suggests 

the undertaking of a larger scale outcome evaluation of the Dabble ‘n’ Dance program, 

in order to consider more fully the extent to which the program meets its aims (DePoy 

& Gilson 2003; Royse, Thyer & Padgett 2010).   

This study makes a contribution to what is considered a lack of research into the 

effectiveness and use of art therapy (Kelly 2010; Feen-Calligan &Nevedal 2008), and 

specifically art therapy with children and families. The study further suggests that the 

use of music and art activities in combination may be valuable for group members. 

Although the evaluation of this unique aspect of Dabble ‘n’ Dance is pertinent, the 

methodological flaws of a small sample size and findings which cannot be generalised 

mean these findings are tentative (D’Cruz & Jones 2004). Further research into group 

programs which utilise art and music activities in combination with parents and their 

children would be required to shed more light on this interesting and developing topic.  

Further research is also required to explore the situations in which the group context 

of program delivery is or is not experienced positively or beneficially.  
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Much of the information relating to participant’s personal and demographic data was 

purposefully excluded from this study. This was to protect the confidentiality and 

privacy of participants who may be easily identifiable given the small sample size from 

which they are participating. In further research and with suitable privacy protections, 

such data may prove useful to provide a more contextual understanding of 

participant’s experiences.      

Conclusion 

Findings from this study support the notion that music and art therapy programs may 

have a range of benefits for parents and children who attend them together (Abad & 

Edwards 2004; Abad & Edwards 2007; Mackenzie & Hamlett 2005; Nicholson et. al 

2008 and Proulx 2002). What is particularly pertinent about the current study is the 

extent to which the utilisation of inductive analytical techniques elicited similar results 

to other evaluations which have utilised deductive analytical methods and research 

designs (Abad & Edwards 2004; Mackenzie & Hamlett 2005; Nicholson et. al 2008; 

Oldfield & Bunce 2001 and Oldfield, Adams & Bunce 2003). This suggests that 

participants own experiences and perceptions of Dabble ‘n’ Dance identify the extent 

to which the program is potentially meetings its aims. Certainly these four parents 

perceived that participation in Dabble ‘n’ Dance had important social, relational and 

cognitive value for themselves and for their children. Whilst a larger more rigorous 

study would be useful to confirm whether such views are generalisable to the 

population at large as well as considering the extent to which the program is meeting 

its aims, the preliminary conclusion which can be drawn is that Dabble ‘n’ Dance is a 

valued program whose continuation for parents and children is important. 

  As Lucy concluded – 

“From a parents perspective you might see some proudness, like of their art..., 

even their participation like just being able to sit in the circle and sing the songs 

or you know use the puppets, um that’s a good feeling, to see, you know reflect 

on your own children, you know that they’re actually learning and growing” 

(Lucy).  
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