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Abstract
Parents of infants and toddlers have expressed concerns that their children’s social-emotional development has been affected 
by the COVID-19 pandemic. The purpose of this intrinsic case study was to gather information about parents’ and caregivers’ 
perspectives of experiences in a remote early childhood music class that incorporated explicit social-emotional instruction 
based on state learning standards. This study is a follow up to a previous intrinsic case study concerning parents’ experiences 
in a remote early childhood music class. Families who chose to participate in synchronous online caregiver-child classes at 
a local community music school were invited to participate in interviews. Eight adults, representing seven enrolled families, 
chose to participate. Four themes arose from the interviews: (a) Pandemic and the Upheaval of Family Life, (b) The Expe-
rience of the Child in Remote Music Class, (c) The Role of the Parent in Remote Music Class, and (d) The Unpredictable 
World of Remote Music Class. We share implications for teaching and suggestions for future research.

Keywords  Caregiver-child music class · Early childhood music · Musical parenting · Remote music instruction · Social-
emotional learning · Toddlers · COVID-19

Introduction

The novel coronavirus that causes COVID-19 emerged in 
December 2019 and soon changed life for families around 
the world, including families with young children. In addi-
tion to the physical and medical impacts of COVID-19, 
children have experienced negative psychological effects 
(Brooks et al., 2020), and researchers have documented con-
cerns about the socio-emotional development of children 
during this challenging time, including increased anxiety 
and social isolation (Egan et al., 2021). These concerns are 
particularly relevant for families with infants and toddlers 
because birth through age 5 is a critical period for socio-
emotional development which lays the foundation for build-
ing life-long competencies, including self-management and 
positive relationship skills (CASEL, 2020; Denham et al., 
2014).

Many activities for infants and toddlers pivoted to com-
pletely remote versions for the health and safety of children 
and their caregivers throughout portions of the pandemic 
(UNICEF, 2020). This change affected early childhood 
music classes, such as the classes offered at our local com-
munity music school in an urban Midwestern city. The tran-
sition to a remote format challenged early childhood music 
educators in areas including musicality, technology, and 
facilitating social interaction. This final area was salient both 
because social-emotional learning and social interaction 
are important to parents who enroll their children in early 
childhood music classes (Pitt & Hargreaves, 2016; Koops 
& Webber, 2021) and because of the pandemic’s negative 
effects on children’s social-emotional development (Wang 
et al., 2020). In a previous case study, parents who attended 
the music program at our local community music school 
expressed concerns about the pandemic’s effect on their 
children’s social emotional-development and requested the 
incorporation of explicit social-emotional learning activities 
in the remote music program (Koops & Webber, 2021). In 
this follow-up study we investigated parents’ perceptions on 
this newly incorporated curriculum in order to be respon-
sive to their needs. Below, we review literature regarding 
(a) social-emotional development in early childhood, (b) 
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socialization during the pandemic, (c) socialization in early 
childhood music classes, and (d) remote music learning dur-
ing the Covid-19 pandemic.

Social‑Emotional Development in Early Childhood

Social-emotional development is a broad term that encom-
passes diverse skills. Rose-Krasnor (1997) emphasized 
effective social interaction in her Social Competence Prism, 
a framework that includes skills such as empathy and social-
problem solving skills as foundational components. She also 
stressed the context-dependent nature of social competence 
and acknowledged that it may be mediated by factors, such 
as gender, culture, and developmental stage. Denam et al. 
(2014) elaborated on this prism model in their model of 
social emotional learning which focused on “self-regulation, 
social awareness, responsible decision making, and relation-
ship/social skills” (p. 428). Both of these models emphasized 
the multifaceted nature of social-emotional development.

A commonly accepted framework of social-emotional 
development comes from the Center for Academic, Social, 
and Emotional Learning, or CASEL (CASEL, 2020; Payton 
et al., 2000). This framework features five areas of compe-
tence which are “self-awareness, self-management, social 
awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision-mak-
ing” (CASEL, 2020, p. 2). In the United States, many states 
include social-emotional learning as part of their early learn-
ing standards for children in childcare and preschool cent-
ers. For example, Ohio’s early learning standards include 
guidelines for relationship skills such as an infant making 
eye contact with another child or a preschooler offering to 
share a toy (Ohio Department of Education, 2012).

People develop social emotional competencies through 
the process of social-emotional learning, or SEL. While 
development occurs throughout the lifespan, SEL is impor-
tant in early childhood due to the rapid development of chil-
dren from birth to age five (Ashdown & Bernard, 2012). 
Murano’s metanalysis of 48 studies suggested that SEL pro-
grams implemented in early childhood educational settings 
including childcare centers, preschools, and kindergartens 
have had positive effects on children’s social-emotional 
development, indicating that explicit instruction may be ben-
eficial to the acquisition of social-emotional competencies in 
early childhood (Murano et al., 2020). Additionally, strong 
social-emotional skills in preschoolers are associated with 
positive outcomes later in life including improved academic 
performance (Durlak, 2011; Denham et al., 2014); and may 
even contribute to success in the workplace (Deming, 2017). 
Because of these benefits, caregivers and educators have 
an interest in nurturing young children’s social-emotional 
development.

Social-emotional education in early childhood may have 
lasting benefits to children’s ability to cope with adversity 

later in life. Sanders et al., (2020) explored the effective-
ness of a preschool social-emotional learning curriculum in 
a longitudinal study involving 294 students. Parents reported 
adverse childhood events (ACEs) at the start of the study, 
and years later, the children reported their levels of social-
emotional distress during the transitions to middle school 
and high school. The researchers found that access to the 
social-emotional learning curriculum in preschool lessened 
the negative impacts of early ACEs for participants in this 
study (Sanders et al., 2020). Social-emotional learning may 
have positive effects on resilience and the ability to cope 
with stressful situations.

Social‑Emotional Learning and Early Childhood 
Music Classes

Social-emotional learning is a topic of increasing attention 
within early childhood music education. Parents commonly 
believe that music participation in early childhood has a 
positive effect on children’s development, including social-
emotional benefits (Savage, 2015; Pitt & Hargreaves, 2017; 
Rodriguez, 2019; Abad & Barrett, 2020). For example, Pitt 
and Hargreaves (2016) found that many parents choose to 
enroll in early childhood music classes primarily for the 
purpose of social-emotional development, rather than for 
musical reasons. These researchers interviewed a total of 
20 educators and parents who participated in parent–child 
group music making classes at Children’s Centres in Eng-
land for children ages 0–3. They found that while the educa-
tors emphasized the importance of music for development 
and later academic learning, parents highlighted the social 
connection and emotional skills that they noticed in their 
children.

There is some longitudinal evidence that music par-
ticipation in early childhood has positive effects on social-
emotional skills. For example, Williams et al. (2015) exam-
ined the frequency of shared musical activities in the home 
among Australian children between the ages of two and three 
(n = 3031). Later, when the children were four and five years 
old, professionals assessed the children on several skills 
including attentional regulation, emotional regulation, and 
prosocial skills. The results showed an association between 
frequency of home music activities between ages two and 
three with prosocial skills and attentional regulation at ages 
four and five. However, these results pertain to music activi-
ties in the home and not in a group class setting.

Many scholars have investigated the role of early child-
hood music classes on children’s social-emotional develop-
ment (Boucher et al., 2020; Ilari et al., 2019; Ritblatt et al., 
2013); however, results have been mixed. Gaudette-Leblanc 
et al. (2021) explored these mixed results by conducting a 
meta-analysis to determine whether participation in early 
childhood music programs influenced social-emotional 
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development indicators for children under age 6. Gaudette-
Leblanc found that participation in music classes had a 
moderate positive effect on measures of social-emotional 
development but cautioned that more rigorous research is 
needed to be conclusive.

Socioemotional Effects of the Coronavirus Pandemic 
on Children

While the physical and medical impacts of COVID-19 
continue to vary by community, children worldwide have 
been affected by lockdowns and social-distancing measures 
enacted to prevent the spread of the disease (Prime et al., 
2020; UNICEF, 2020). Some children have experienced 
severe forms of trauma such as illness, financial instability, 
or the death of loved ones. Even children who are unaf-
fected by these extreme events may experience negative 
psychological effects from lockdowns such as stress, fear, 
boredom, and even post-traumatic stress symptoms (Brooks 
et al., 2020).

Egan et al. (2021) noted that most of the research on the 
psychological effects of the COVID-19 pandemic focused 
on older children and teens, so they decided to center chil-
dren under 10 in their research. These researchers issued a 
survey to 506 parents in Ireland during May and June 2020 
and found that most children missed the social connections 
they made in childcare and school. Parents also reported an 
increase in anxiety and tantrums. Additionally, the research-
ers found that younger children, ages 1–5, missed attending 
childcare and preschool more than older children missed 
attending school. Parents of younger children expressed 
concerns about toddlers’ development (Egan et al., 2021).

Challenges of Remote Early Childhood Music Classes

Prior to the lockdowns stemming from the COVID-19 
pandemic, there were few models for remote synchronous 
instruction for children aged five and under (Kim, 2020). 
Steed and Leech (2021) explored how American early child-
hood educators implemented remote learning activities for 
their students during spring 2020 and what challenges the 
educators encountered. These researchers found that early 
childhood educators reported delivering a variety of remote 
learning services including online lessons and story times, 
sharing learning activities with caregivers to complete at 
home, and email check-ins with families. The educators in 
this study reported several challenges of providing remote 
instruction including their own personal emotional toll of the 
pandemic and the lack of in-person interaction with students.

Remote early childhood music instruction has presented 
challenges similar to those faced by early childhood general 
educators. Koops and Webber (2021) found that parents 
expressed many of the same difficulties discussed above, 

such as the lack of in-person interaction between children 
and the teacher. Early childhood music educators have also 
developed concerns with class length (Koops & Webber, 
2021), which was also a challenge for general educators 
(Szente, 2020).

Purpose and Research Questions

This study is a follow-up to a previous intrinsic case study 
of parents’ and caregivers’ observations of a remote early 
childhood caregiver-child music class (Koops & Webber, 
2021). Specifically, participants expressed their concerns for 
children’s social-emotional development during the COVID-
19 pandemic and asked for additional attention to this devel-
opment within the context of the remote music class. When 
attending class in person, children had the opportunity to 
interact casually with one another before, during, and after 
class. Parents were concerned their children were miss-
ing these casual interactions. On a deeper level, parents 
expressed concern about lost social-emotional opportunities 
due to the wider isolation brought by the pandemic (Koops 
& Webber, 2021). Because the remote music class was 
administered through a community music school that also 
employed early childhood educators with specializations 
in social-emotional development, the director of the early 
childhood program proposed that those educators participate 
in developing a social-emotional curriculum to enrich the 
music class. This collaboration is described further in “Set-
ting & Context for the Study,” below.

Given the concerns about social-emotional learning in 
early childhood during the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, 
the purpose of the current study, also an intrinsic case study, 
was to document parent perceptions of the continuing adap-
tation of a remote early childhood music class, including the 
addition of social-emotional curricular elements, in response 
to previous parent and caregiver input. We chose to focus 
on parent perceptions because these were central to both 
the experience of the current class and to their decisions 
about whether to continue in the program. Studying parent 
perceptions also aligns with previous research with early 
childhood music classes (Koops, 2011; Pitt & Hargreaves, 
2016; Rodriguez, 2020; Savage, 2015). By understanding 
parent perceptions of social-emotional content of an online 
music class, educators and researchers may obtain guidance 
for such inclusion of material in future classes, whether 
online or in-person. Another reason we focused on parent 
perceptions rather than direct observation of the class was 
because direct observation would have been difficult over 
Zoom. Often, the child or adult participants moved on and 
off screen while engaged in activities. Their microphones 
were typically muted unless used for a specific sharing activ-
ity. We considered parent perceptions of the class shared in 
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interviews to provide more detailed information than obser-
vation would have done.

The research questions for this intrinsic case study were: 

1.	 How did parents describe the experience of a remote 
early childhood music class?

2.	 How did parents respond to the social-emotional learn-
ing videos and materials provided?

3.	 What were parents’ perceptions of non-musical, teacher-
led social-emotional development activities during the 
remote early childhood music class?

These research questions are situated within the reality of 
working, learning, and parenting during the COVID-19 pan-
demic. The class took place in September–November, 2020, 
and interviews occurred in January–February, 2021. In Janu-
ary–February 2021, vaccines were not yet available for the 
age group of the adult participants. Some schools in the area 
had reopened to school-age and preschool children, while 
other schools remained closed. There was an atmosphere 
of uncertainty about what would happen with the pandemic 
and when children would have the chance to return to typi-
cal activities. As researchers, we believed it was important 
to document the parent perceptions of the ongoing adapta-
tions of the online music program, particularly surrounding 
social-emotional experience, since previous participants 
identified that as a concern (Koops & Webber, 2021).

Methodology

Setting & Context for the Study

The early childhood music class was part of the tuition-
based early childhood music offerings at a community music 
school in an urban region in the Midwest. The program had 
paused during March–April of 2020, then offered a remote 
session during May–June 2020 (see Koops & Webber, 2021, 
for further details). Classes at the community music school 
were 45 min long when taught in person. Teachers sat on the 
floor with caregivers and children in a circle and led song 
and chant activities, movement, and instrumental exploration 
activities with xylophones, drums, and shakers. Many of the 
activities featured props such as beanbags, scarves, and a 
parachute. The classes followed the Music Play curriculum 
and guidelines described by Valerio, et al. (1998). As Vale-
rio et al. advised, we asked parents to limit their talking and 
focus on singing and chanting during the class.

Based on comments from parents who participated in 
the initial remote session, we changed the class format to 
35 min of music activities, followed by a goodbye song, 
and then ten minutes of activities geared towards developing 
social-emotional skills linked to the Ohio Early Learning 

standards (Ohio Department of Education, 2012). The 
remote music teachers dubbed this “Talk Time” as a way 
to indicate to parents and children that it was okay to talk. 
This stood in comparison to the music time, during which 
teachers asked parents not to talk, only to sing. Two early 
childhood intervention specialists who worked in the pre-
school that was part of the community music school cre-
ated a 9-week curriculum based on the Ohio Early Learning 
standards. For each week, they filmed a video explaining a 
standard, such as “communicate emotions purposefully and 
intentionally, verbally and nonverbally” (citation removed 
for review process). The specialists demonstrated ways fami-
lies could interact with their child to support development 
in the area addressed by the standard, performed a puppet 
show with two puppet characters to demonstrate specific 
social-emotional competencies, and offered several picture 
book selections that also related to the standard. The videos 
were between 4 min, 30 s to 10 min, 30 s and published as 
unlisted YouTube videos. The second author sent the video 
links to families on Monday each week using Class Tag, 
a classroom communication app. She sent a second video 
on Wednesday each week of herself discussing the week’s 
standard as it related to music and demonstrating a musical 
activity, either one that was used in class or something that 
was new to families. The participants were not required to 
watch the videos to participate in class. Remote music teach-
ers watched the videos and incorporated the activities into 
“Talk Time,” so even if families did not watch the YouTube 
videos, they experienced some of the activities.

Design

We chose to conduct an intrinsic case study in order to 
document parent perceptions of the ongoing adaptation of 
an early childhood music class to a remote setting with an 
additional social-emotional learning curriculum. An intrin-
sic case study is an appropriate design when investigating an 
existing situation of interest, compared with an instrumental 
case study, in which the researcher seeks examples of the 
topic of interest (Creswell & Poth, 2018). We bounded the 
case to include parents and caregivers of children who par-
ticipated in the Fall 2020 session of the remote early child-
hood music class. The primary data source was parent inter-
views. Secondary data included informal descriptions and 
feedback from the remote early childhood teachers on how 
the classes were going, including “Talk Time.” The context 
surrounding the case included knowledge of the music pro-
gram as it existed prior to moving to the remote offering as 
well as the social-emotional curriculum development and 
roll-out. The music program was part of the offerings at a 
community music school with which we are both affiliated, 
and early childhood music courses were offered remotely 
to families during the 2020–2021 school year due to the 
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global COVID-19 pandemic. We had previously conducted 
an intrinsic case study to document parents’ perceptions of 
the remote music class format (Koops & Webber, 2021). 
Three of the participants from the first study also partici-
pated in this study.

Participants

Several weeks after the close of the Fall 2020 session, we 
emailed parents from the 13 families who had participated in 
the session to invite participation in the case study (N = 13). 
Participants in this study were all parents (n = 8, representing 
7 households) of children enrolled in online music classes 
for toddlers and preschoolers during the Fall 2020 session. 
Two of the participants were from the same household and 
participated in a joint interview. At the time of recruitment, 
the winter session had begun. Four families in the current 
study chose to continue participation in the spring session, 
while three families (four adult participants) had not re-
enrolled. Participant pseudonyms, child ages, and interview 
dates are listed in Table 1.

The participants had various life circumstances regarding 
work and child care. During the course of the class, Alli-
son and her husband balanced working full-time jobs from 
home and caring for Emily, all while Allison was pregnant 
with their second child. Hope and Bryan also worked full 
time jobs while their son Michael attended childcare. Ella 
worked a part-time job while her husband worked a full-
time job from home. They balanced their jobs with caring 
for Joshua at home. Melissa was a stay-at-home parent to 
her son Grady while her husband worked outside the home. 
Sona had recently moved to the area to be closer to family, 
including her sister Siran who also participated in the study. 
Sona worked full-time from home as a lawyer while her 
husband worked outside of the home. She shares a nanny 
with her sister for childcare. Kelly and her husband both 
worked full-time jobs. Her husband was away from the home 
for work every other weekend, and Brayden attended child-
care five days a week. Siran, who was newly pregnant with 
her second child, shared a nanny with her sister Sona in 

the afternoons. In the morning, Siran and her husband both 
worked full time from home while juggling caring for their 
daughter.

Data Collection

In inviting participants to the study, we specified that the 
interview would be no longer than 30 min. We chose this 
length because at this point in the pandemic (January–Feb-
ruary 2021), our participants were experiencing high levels 
of stress and burn-out as well as Zoom fatigue. In addition, 
as parents of young children, they did not have much free 
time. We set up Zoom interviews with participants at mutu-
ally convenient times. We recorded the interviews using 
Zoom’s built-in recording feature. In the interviews we 
asked about the ups and downs of the Zoom music class 
experience, how it differed from in-person classes, and the 
parent and child favorite and least favorite parts of the class. 
We also inquired about their perceptions of the “Talk Time” 
portion of class and the social-emotional curricular videos. 
We invited reflection on the experience of parenting dur-
ing the pandemic and what the most pressing issues of the 
experience were. Interviews lasted between 15 and 39 min, 
averaging 24 min. These interviews were shorter than those 
conducted in the previous study, possibly because the par-
ticipants had already covered some of the basic informa-
tion with the researchers. The two researchers conducted 
interviews separately, and Author 1 transcribed all of the 
interviews.

Analysis

Using the qualitative data coding software HyperResearch, 
we coded the interviews using structural and in vivo codes 
(Saldaña, 2015). We began by jointly coding three tran-
scripts, then each coded two of the remaining transcripts 
individually. During this time, we kept a shared document 
with memos about new codes or questions that arose. We 
then checked one another’s coding for consistency. Follow-
ing the collaborative coding process, we created a mind map 
of the codes, grouping them into themes and noting areas 
of relation and overlap. This analysis process resulted in 
the identification of four themes. We shared these themes, 
along with several bullet points illustrating each theme, with 
participants, inviting their feedback on whether the themes 
rang true for their experience. All participants responded 
positively.

In addition to the trustworthiness measure described 
above through seeking member checking from participants, 
we also submitted a portion of our coding analysis to a peer 
reviewer familiar with qualitative research and early child-
hood music for verification. The peer reviewer checked a 
selection of fifty percent of the coded material. She pointed 

Table 1   Participants

Child name Child age on 15 
January 2021

Adult name Interview date

Emily 29 months Allison 14 January 2021
Michael 24 months Hope & Bryan 21 January 2021
Joshua 27 months Ella 26 January 2021
Grady 34 months Melissa 1 February 2021
Varduhi 22 months Sona 1 February 2021
Brayden 29 months Kelly 1 February 2021
Lucineh 24 months Siran 5 February 2021
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out two sets of codes that were redundant, as well as high-
lighting one code that appeared less frequently than she 
would have expected. Otherwise, she affirmed that our cod-
ing was consistent and complete.

Researcher Roles

Author 1 is a preschool music teacher at one of the branches 
of the community music school’s preschool but does not 
teach parent–child early childhood music classes at the 
community music school. Author 2 has taught early child-
hood music classes there for fourteen years and taught the 
May–June 2020 session remotely but did not teach remotely 
during Fall 2020. She was the coordinator of the early 
childhood music programs Participants were familiar with 
Researcher 2’s name because she had been communicating 
with them about registration and the social-emotional cur-
ricular videos throughout the fall session. We believe this 
familiarity provided a positive relationship for the partici-
pant recruitment. Researcher 2 does not have any adminis-
trative role within the associated community music school 
or preschool, and thus did not pose any relational barrier 
to recruitment. The authors took turns interviewing partici-
pants. Author 1 did not know any participants personally, 
while Author 2 knew four of the seven participating families 
prior to this study. This familiarity may have encouraged the 
families to participate in the study. In order to guard against 
assumptions or over-familiarity, the authors worked together 
to analyze the data. Because of Researcher 2’s involvement 
in the program coordination, we have utilized the strategy of 
elapsed time to provide a fresh look at the data over a year 
later, during a time when we were not actively adapting a 
remote music offering.

Findings

We organized the codes into four themes: (a) Pandemic 
and the Upheaval of Family Life, (b) The Experience of the 
Child in Remote Music Class, (c) The Role of the Parent 
in Remote Music Class, and (d) The Unpredictable World 
of Remote Music Class. Of these themes, the first three 
were directly connected to the research questions, while the 
fourth was an emergent theme. We will discuss each theme 
in detail.

Pandemic and the Upheaval of Family Life

Many participants expressed that remote music class 
offered consistency from pre-pandemic life. The pandemic 
was challenging for Melissa, a stay-at-home parent, who 
had maintained a consistent routine for her son before the 
pandemic. Before the widespread lockdowns and closures, 

Melissa and her son Grady would go on outings to a spe-
cific location each day such as the library, the children’s 
museum, or music class. During the pandemic there were 
fewer activities available. This was especially challenging 
in the winter when outdoor activities were unavailable. 
Melissa explained the difficulties she faced and the appre-
ciation she had for the remote music class:

It’s been a lot more difficult to kind of keep on a 
routine because…there just aren’t as many activities 
for him to be able to engage in…We were just really 
happy to be able to continue with one of Grady’s 
normal activities.

Like Melissa, Ella also felt that remote music helped her 
and her son Joshua maintain consistency. Ella described 
remote music class as “a piece of routine that still exists” 
when all other routines had been changed. For these fami-
lies, music class represented a connection to pre-pandemic 
life which helped them structure their family life.

Many parents felt overwhelmed by the challenges of 
pandemic parenting. They suggested these challenges 
affected their ability to engage fully with the SEL materi-
als that were provided as part of the remote music class. 
While Ella and Melissa accessed the social-emotional 
learning videos provided, other parents found that the 
pressures of pandemic parenting limited their ability to 
engage with anything extra. Siran did not watch the videos 
and described her experience: “It’s just one more thing to 
log into and have an account and that’s just more than I 
can deal with right now.” Hope and Bryan watched some 
videos but not all of them. Hope explained:

I thought they were good…it’s not that I had any-
thing against them. It’s just that I work full time and 
[am] on a computer all day…and then Zoom calls 
with families, it just feels like a lot of screen time 
so…I thought they were interesting, but then a lot of 
the weeks I just…I just never got to it…[It] just felt 
like a lot that was hard to keep up with.

When asked whether she had watched the social-emotional 
learning videos, Sona responded with a sigh and said, “I 
wish I did. I’m kind of just like hanging on [by] a thread 
here.”

Some participants believed that exposure to remote 
music class helped their children gain familiarity with 
technology in order to communicate with extended fam-
ily. Sona shared that her daughter Varduhi, age 22 months, 
independently calls her grandmother and teaches her songs 
from music class. Sona also credited music class with 
increasing her daughter’s familiarity with screens:

We had an interview at [a nearby private school] – a 
Zoom interview for her because I’m thinking about 
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preschool – and she was so engaged in it because 
she’s so used to it. It was like an hour after music 
class on Saturday…So I think it’s working for these 
kids. At least my kid.

Hope and Bryan discussed how the necessity of screens 
to communicate with extended family members affected 
family routines and values. The couple used screens exten-
sively to facilitate their son Michael’s communications 
with his grandparents. Hope explained that her father “has 
a genuine fear that Michael won’t have that connection 
with him because of this gap of the pandemic,” but she dis-
missed this concern because of the frequency of commu-
nication through video calls. Although Bryan recognized 
and valued the role of video calls in maintaining family 
ties, he also expressed concerns about balance:

And then also kind of balancing screen time, which 
I think is always a struggle. Because if you’re try-
ing to maintain these connections primarily through 
phones and computers and…It’s hard to balance that 
because even – like I said, even with a two-year-old, 
he has this great draw to screens already, and it’s 
kind of scary.

Although the pandemic made screens a necessity for sociali-
zation which affected family norms and routines, some par-
ents still have concerns about screens.

The Experience of the Child in Remote Music Class

Parents reported that children had varying levels of enjoy-
ment of remote music class. For Brayden and Emily, the 
emotional connection with the teacher seemed to affect the 
class experience. Two-year-old Brayden’s mother Kelly 
was initially skeptical of the value of Zoom music class 
for toddlers. However, after seeing Brayden build a rela-
tionship with the teacher, Kelly changed her opinion: “I’ve 
actually thought on the whole it’s been really effective. He 
really enjoys the class…He talks about it…he literally talks 
about Miss Anna all week.” Brayden was able to build a 
relationship with his teacher although he had never met 
her in real life. In contrast to Brayden’s experience, Alli-
son conveyed disappointment about the lack of emotional 
connection between her daughter Emily and the instructor. 
Allison described how Emily was excited to connect with 
the teacher, but she did not get the recognition she desired:

For the first few classes...I don’t think she heard her 
name at all. And so even just hearing her name and like 
having that validation, it just makes you...like makes 
you feel seen.

Because Emily did not feel seen, she gradually became dis-
appointed with the class. Although Allison and Emily had 
a positive experience with remote music class in the past, 
Allison decided that they would not do remote class again 
and would instead wait for in-person classes to resume.

All participants who had taken in-person classes prior 
to the pandemic noted changes in engagement with the 
remote format. This included both those who responded 
more positively and somewhat negatively to the remote 
experience. For example, two-year-old Lucineh expressed 
excitement about music class and frequently sang the 
songs outside of class, but she often engaged in other non-
musical activities during class such as reading books or 
playing with other toys. Siran explained that “she knows 
all the songs, and, you know, really likes to participate. 
But I think just the Zoom format is a little bit difficult 
with her age.” Siran described Lucineh as a tactile child 
who loves doing real-life activities such as washing dishes, 
so she attributed this lack of interest to the remote for-
mat rather than to the class activities themselves. Melissa 
encountered similar experiences with her son Grady:

And then the hardest part for me was just really try-
ing to keep him engaged...I knew that he was listen-
ing to the songs, I know that he was still learning...
[but] it could get a little frustrating because he would 
sometimes run out of the room, and so then I would 
have to get up and go get him. So then he would 
miss part
of the songs.

Melissa, Siran, and other parents noticed that their child was 
still engaged in music class activities, but their engagement 
was different and was subject to more distractions.

The format of the socialization portion of the remote 
music class was confusing for many children. Each class 
ended with 10 min of “Talk Time” that was intended to give 
the children a chance to practice specific social skills align-
ing with the social-emotional video curriculum. However, 
the teachers sang the goodbye song at the end of the music 
portion of the class which left some children confused about 
Talk Time. Kelly explained her son Brayden’s response to 
the formatting of the class:

They sang goodbye, and then he started trying to hang 
up and leave. And my husband was like “No it’s time 
for talk time!” and [Brayden] goes “No, she said good-
bye!”

Brayden believed that class was done after the goodbye 
song and did not understand why people were not leaving 
class. Because Talk Time was at the end of class, many 
children began to show fatigue in addition to their confu-
sion. All parents except Melissa and Allison said that their 
children were too tired and distracted to engage with talk 
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time. In contrast, Allison’s daughter Emily experienced 
Talk Time as the most interactive part of the class. Allison 
explained:

I think Emily liked [Talk Time] because it was the time 
that she could show a toy and get validation for that, or 
listen to the other kids talk, or see them talk. So that 
was definitely the interactive part for sure.

For Emily, Talk Time was a chance to get the recognition 
that she felt was absent during the musical part of class, but 
for most children, it was not as engaging.

The Complex Roles of the Parent in Remote Music 
Class

Many parents found that their role in music class had 
changed due to the remote format of the class. Some par-
ents found themselves acting as technology troubleshooters 
rather than participants in the class. Hope and Bryan had 
difficulty keeping the computer away from their son because 
he wanted to press all the buttons. Other parents found it dif-
ficult to manage muting and unmuting themselves as neces-
sary during class.

A few of the comments participants made suggested that 
at times they were self-conscious about having their home 
life visible to other class members. For example, Kelly 
described the chaos that sometimes occurred during class 
with her son:

Sometimes we’ve got the dog with us, and then the 
dog’s barking out the window, right? And then I’m 
trying to mute and unmute...My husband never mutes 
‘cause his view is [that] if we were in person, and 
[Brayden] was running all around there’s no mute 
button. But I always feel a little self-conscious. I don’t 
want everyone to have to hear me wrangling the dog 
and stuff.

Kelly felt the need to manage home situations such as the 
dog while also participating in class. This was different from 
an in-person class where the only focus is on the child and 
the activities.

Some parents noticed a change in their child’s class par-
ticipation and had to come to terms with the fact that their 
children participated differently in remote classes versus 
in-person classes. Melissa, Hope, and Bryan all described 
feeling frustrated when their children would engage in other 
activities such as reading, playing, or running out of the 
room. However, they later realized that their children would 
sing the songs after class even though it seemed like they 
were not paying attention. Ella described how she came to 
terms with her own son’s perceived lack of interest in class 
by comparing it to an incident with a classmate:

There was a kid who was in one or two classes who 
was clearly... horrified. He put his head down, and was 
like, "No!!!" I felt a little bit bad. His mom was with 
him, and I think she was a little bit startled by this. 
But…Joshua doesn’t seem to be paying a lot of atten-
tion often, but he is [paying attention]. It seems all 
right, I mean, most of the other kids seem to be able to 
go away and come back.

Ella accepted that the children in the class would wander off-
screen at times. She knew that even if the children appeared 
to be off task, they would return to class when ready. In 
contrast to Ella, Allison felt disheartened when her daugh-
ter Emily did not participate in class and was frustrated 
when other students were off-screen because "if a kid is off 
screen and their screen is just blank…you’re not getting that 
engagement."

Although participants noted that there were more distrac-
tions at home, some parents felt that it was easier for them 
to facilitate transfer of the activities. Melissa strove to help 
Grady gain independence by playing social-emotional learn-
ing games from the class videos. She saw the classes as a 
chance for her to get ideas of skills to work on with Grady 
at home. Bryan also embraced his role in facilitating transfer 
of activities to home. He described the importance of con-
tinuing to do activities outside of class by relating it to his 
experience as a music teacher:

It’s sort of like we talk about at school with rehears-
als. Rehearsal shouldn’t be the only time that you play 
your instrument. You should be playing it when you 
go home, throughout the week...And these classes 
shouldn’t be the only time that the child does [musi-
cal and social-emotional] activities. It’s nice to have 
them weekly, but once you start learning the songs as 
the parents, then you can do them throughout the day 
and in the evening and things like that. So even if the 
class experience might not be ideal, doing it virtually 
versus in-person, you still are able to learn the mate-
rial and interact with other people. So you can carry 
that throughout the week as a parent and have access 
to those resources.

Melissa and Bryan both saw virtual music class as a tool to 
help them in their role as parents.

The Unpredictable World of Remote Early Childhood 
Music Class

Participants’ overall impression of the class experience was 
that it was “unpredictable.” During this semester, parents 
observed their children changing moods from class to class. 
Hope said of her son Michael and his classmates:
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[Toddlers] have their whims, but here were some 
weeks where there’d be a few songs in a row and he 
[was] just…not at all interested...And I don’t know the 
rhyme or reason to that. It varied week to week. Some 
weeks he seemed more interested, and other weeks, it’s 
just like, “Eh, I’m not really into this today.”

Hope found it hard to predict how class would go with 
Michael because of his rapidly changing interests. Sona had 
a similar experience with her daughter Varduhi. She shared 
that Varduhi’s attention during class seemed to shift rapidly 
from watching herself dance, to gazing at the teacher Anna, 
to calling out to her cousin and aunt who were also in the 
class:

It’s hard for me to tell [where her focus is] because 
sometimes I think she’s looking at her cousin and her 
aunt. You know what I mean? Sometimes she’s just 
like telling me – because she calls her aunt "Titi" – 
she’s like "Titi!" And I’m like "Right...let’s not make 
this about your cousin and aunt right now.”

Sona noticed that Varduhi displayed the same unpredictable 
attention span that Hope noticed in her son. In both cases, 
the children seemed to change interests rapidly and the par-
ents could not understand why.

Some parents felt that the varying whims of their children 
made it more difficult for the teachers and expressed admira-
tion at the instructor’s abilities to adapt. Bryan commended 
Anna for her ability to engage the children despite their rap-
idly changing activities:

I thought Anna did a really great job of engaging the 
kids. I mean, that’s got to be really hard when the kids 
are all over the place, trying to get them to pay atten-
tion and things like that. She’s just really good at being 
flexible with what the kids were doing. I thought she 
did really well with– with teaching the class.

Melissa also believed that Grady’s teacher Stacey did well 
adapting to the children’s whims; however, both Melissa and 
Bryan shared the opinion that adapting to the whims of the 
children seemed more difficult in remote class versus in-
person classes.

Discussion

The first research question was about how parents described 
their personal experiences in a remote early childhood music 
class. Except for Sona and Varduhi who had never attended 
an in-person music class, all participants described the 
remote experience as different from their previous classes. 
While many parents had positive experiences with the 
remote class, they contextualized their positive comments 

within the pandemic. For example, they noted that they 
enjoyed the class given the circumstances, but still missed 
attending classes in-person. This aligns with previous 
research which has shown that parents prefer in-person 
music classes, but that they would rather have a remote class 
if the alternative were no class at all (Koops & Webber, 
2021).

The participants’ responses indicated that they were pre-
dominantly focused on their children’s experiences in the 
class, not their own experiences as parents or musicians. 
Parents derived enjoyment from watching their children 
engage positively in music class. This is similar to findings 
from research concerning in-person music classes (Koops, 
2011; Pitt & Hargreaves, 2016; Rodriguez, 2020). Some 
limitations of the remote format meant that the parents had 
to take on more roles including technology troubleshooter 
and dog-wrangler. This negatively affected the experience 
of the class for these families.

Another consequence of remote music class was the 
likelihood that children would engage in non-class related 
activities. When compared to their previous in-person expe-
riences, parents appeared less comfortable letting their child 
roam around the room or not pay attention during remote 
class. This could be because there were more things to do 
at home. In class, there are a limited number of distractions, 
but at home the children had access to books and other 
toys. It may be that parents also felt vulnerable or judged. 
These findings are similar to previous findings in research 
regarding remote early childhood music classes (Koops & 
Webber, 2021) and can be understood through the concept 
of performative parenting (Friedman, 2013). Parents seek 
to present themselves in specific ways. Parents can often 
curate how they are seen by selectively sharing images of 
their home life on social media, but a synchronous virtual 
class may put their home life on display. This may result in 
stress and could explain why parents were anxious about 
their children engaging in other activities during music class.

The second research question centered on parents’ 
responses to the social-emotional learning videos and 
materials provided. The videos constituted a supplemental 
resource for all class members and participants were not 
required to watch them to participate in the study. One par-
ent who viewed the videos did not find them helpful, while 
another watched the videos multiple times and enjoyed 
doing the activities with her son. However, the majority of 
participants did not view all of the videos and cited time 
as the limiting factor. They expressed a desire to view the 
videos and believed that they would be beneficial but felt 
overwhelmed by the pressures of pandemic parenting. This 
suggests that parents of young children may have experi-
enced a similar emotional toll from the pandemic that has 
been reported by educators (Steed & Leech, 2021).
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The final research question dealt with parents’ percep-
tions of Talk Time, the non-musical social-emotional devel-
opment activities that occurred at the end of class. The par-
ticipants’ opinions were divided on this portion of the class. 
Some parents enjoyed the activities but indicated that their 
children were too tired by the end of class to participate 
fully. Participants also noted that singing the goodbye song 
to mark the end of the musical part of class was confusing 
to the children because they thought the entire class was 
over. Emily was more engaged in Talk Time than she was 
during the musical part of the class, but this was not true for 
the other children. The diversity of responses highlights the 
importance of maintaining open communication between 
parents and educators regarding the goals and values of a 
caregiver-child music class (Pitt & Hargreaves, 2017).

Limitations

As is typical with a qualitative study, these results cannot be 
generalized to other early childhood music programs. The 
small number of participants and the specific context also 
limit generalizability. Additionally, as more organizations 
return to in-person formats, early childhood music pro-
grams will likely also resume in-person instruction. Most 
participants were familiar with Researcher 2 and knew of her 
involvement with the program. This may have hindered par-
ticipants from sharing negative perspectives. On the oppo-
site end of this familiarity spectrum, participants’ lack of 
familiarity with Researcher 1 may have caused them to limit 
information that they shared. Nevertheless, teachers and pro-
gram directors may notice common themes with their own 
experiences and may choose to apply this knowledge to in-
person teaching or to future remote classes for families who 
are unable to attend in-person classes for myriad reasons.

Implications for Teaching

Because of the diverse experiences of the participants, it 
seems that there is no “one size fits all” model for remote 
early childhood music classes. While it is possible that 
the remote format could be helpful for families who can-
not attend in-person classes, teachers would need to tailor 
their programs to their specific communities. The sociali-
zation component likewise could be adapted to suit the 
needs of a given community. When designing a remote 
experience teachers should listen to families to under-
stand their needs and preferences. It is also vital to pro-
vide materials in multiple formats and make them easily 
accessible at various times.

The focus on toddlers in this program yielded implications 
specifically for teaching toddlers in remote music classes. The 
most important implication is that the 35- or 45-min remote 
music class itself is only a part of the larger experience. Dur-
ing this time, the toddler may or may not participate in ways 
the teacher or parent hopes or expects. However, it is possible 
the toddler is still picking up ideas, sounds, and sequences that 
will later emerge during play. Teachers can help parents and 
caregivers understand this by using phrases such as “Be sure 
you as the adult continue to participate even if your child takes 
a break” or “Think of this time as a chance to gather ideas and 
strategies that you can use throughout the week.” A teacher 
could remind parents and caregivers that children respond in 
many ways during class, both in-person and during remote 
class, and that we welcome all of those interactions. As Bryan 
described, the class is just one part of the overall picture of 
musical participation.

Based on the feedback of participants about “Talk Time,” 
and based on collaborative discussions with the teachers, 
the teachers shifted “Talk Time” activities to be presented 
throughout the 45-min music class. They also moved the good-
bye song to the very end of the class to reduce the confusion 
some children experienced. Even if a formal research study is 
not being carried out, keeping communication open and keep-
ing the format flexible is important when adapting a program 
to an online offering.

While many programs may return to in-person format, 
remote early childhood music classes may still be valuable 
after the pandemic. Some families may be unable to attend 
in-person classes due to other health concerns or location. 
Due to concerns about the lasting effects of the pandemic 
on children’s social and emotional wellbeing (Dubey et al., 
2020), teachers and program directors may consider adding 
more explicit SEL activities to both in-person and remote early 
childhood music classes. Educators who choose to do this 
may consider tailoring the SEL activities to specific concerns 
indicated by their communities and should work to accommo-
date families’ needs regarding communication. For example, 
because some families found the videos difficult to access, 
information about SEL activities could be shared in a different 
format such as a booklet or a flier.

Programs that continue to offer remote programming may 
choose to reassure parents that a range of participation is 
normal and expected. While this is an established practice 
for in-person classes (Valerio et al., 1998), it may need to be 
modified for a remote class. For example, instructors may 
take time to ensure that everyone is comfortable with the 
technology or to establish guidelines for muting and unmut-
ing. It may be helpful to establish guidelines in collaboration 
with the participants of each class to make sure the diverse 
needs are met.
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Suggestions for Future Research

As more programs return to an in-person format, it may 
be beneficial to investigate the role of SEL in early child-
hood music education. What strategies are most effective 
for blending SEL with music class? What are the social 
and emotional needs of toddlers after more than a year of a 
remote, potentially screen-heavy life during the COVID-19 
pandemic? What role can music class play in the social and 
emotional development of young children?

Finally, it may be useful to research the possibility of 
continuing with a remote format for early childhood music 
classes; however, future remote programs may need to be 
newly designed rather than adapted from in-person models. 
Is this a format that could make these types of classes more 
accessible to diverse populations? Are there any situations 
besides a pandemic where families would choose remote 
classes over in-person offerings? In remote classes, what are 
the most effective communication strategies to avoid over-
whelming families? Have the years of pandemic life and 
socializing with family and friends via technology changed 
how families view engaging in extracurricular classes 
online? These questions represent a rich opportunity to 
expand and improve early childhood music programs.
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