
Alistair Dewar has seen the power that the 
performing arts hold for children with SEND. 

The importance of  
music and performing arts

A
ristotle once said: “Music has a power of forming 
the character and should therefore be introduced 
into the education of the young.” More than two 
millennia later, his words still hold true. Music and the 

performing arts give children and young people the opportunity 
to develop physically, intellectually and emotionally and they 
should be part of all children’s education. The key word here is 
‘all’ because I believe that participation in music and the arts 
should be universal because of the benefits it brings young 
people. The beauty of the arts is that they can be accessible 
to all, especially if they are valued for the wider benefits they 
bring and not viewed as non-core curriculum subjects. This is 
particularly true for children with SEND who may need extra 
support to help engage them in learning. For example, music 
can help calm a distressed child and role play can help develop 
empathy, social skills and self-expression. 

What do the arts do?
This is a subject I feel passionately about, professionally and 
personally. I have seen, time and again, how music and the 
arts enhance education when they are viewed, in a broader 

context, as vehicles to engage pupils in all subjects. We know 
that when children have an experience which involves music or 
the arts, it releases ‘feel-good’ chemicals in the brain. These 
chemicals contribute to growing connections in the brain which 
will help them develop a strong stress-regulation system. This 
is particularly important for children with additional needs 
because, if you do not have the language skills needed to 
understand why things happen in your world, you will be left 
feeling stressed and unsafe. Listening to and making music has 
been found particularly helpful for mental stimulation because 
it activates so many different parts of the brain, encouraging 

“Listening to and making music 
has been found particularly 
helpful for mental stimulation.”
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better neural connections. If children with SEND engage in 
music and the performing arts, this type of play will stimulate 
the cerebellum in their brain which is associated not just with 
mobility and balance but also mental agility. Research has 
shown that participation in music at an early age can also 
help improve memory. Exposing children to music in early 
development helps them learn word sounds and meanings, 
and dancing helps build motor skills. All of these skills will help 
children to be calm and ready to learn. 

Music and the arts give children with SEND, in particular, a 
means of processing and expressing the strong emotions that 
they may be experiencing. If this can be a shared experience 
with an adult working alongside them, then you have children 
expressing how they feel and adults sharing in that with them, 
which is essential for emotional wellbeing. Giving our children 
the tools they need to help themselves recognise emotions 
and to get their emotional needs met will set them up for 
wellbeing in later life.

Barriers
If music and the arts are such a positive force, what might the 
barriers be for children, and especially children with additional 
needs to access them? For many, their participation will depend 
upon the approach taken by settings and possibly even the 
creativity of individual teachers. While the National Curriculum 
requires maintained schools in England to teach music and 
art up until Key Stage 3, some settings will adopt a more 
integrated approach and will use music and performing arts 

to engage children in other subjects. Undoubtedly, children 
attending settings with this broader vision for music and the 
arts will benefit while those who have fewer opportunities to 
participate will be at a disadvantage.

Another barrier could be the perceived expense involved in the 
arts. Music provision, especially, can be viewed by parents as 
costly but it’s something that doesn’t need to involve buying 
a particular instrument or extra-curricular tutoring. It’s just 
about making sure that all children have got the opportunity 
to experience music and the performing arts. This could be 
done passively, by listening and being aware of the emotions 
a piece brings up. Or it could be done more actively, using 
the breath or voice to develop a sense of rhythm or to tell a 
story. This doesn’t cost anything and doesn’t require a huge 
amount of artistic talent but it still gives children the opportunity 
to develop creativity and life skills such as self-discipline and 
the ability to collaborate and communicate. 

Participation is key and this is something that has changed 
greatly in the last decade or so. I remember a time when 
SEN pupils were more likely to spend a significant amount of 
time out of the classroom because of interventions but now, 
thankfully, more and more schools are turning away from 
onerous intervention and children are more included, receiving 
a more balanced curriculum offer. If a child with SEND is finding 
life difficult, music and the performing arts can be vital tools 
to help teachers connect with them and build a relationship 
that will help children to become emotionally regulated. The 
arts offer young people the chance to improve their physical, 
mental and emotional wellbeing and we need to ensure that 
our schools offer as much access to them as possible so that 
our children with SEND can truly thrive.  
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“Music provision, especially, can be 
viewed by parents as costly.”

■ Music strengthens neural connections.

■ Making music together strengthens social bonds.
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