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I am writing to inform the trustees of Music Therapy Charity of the positive outcomes and dissemination of my doctoral research entitled “Psychodynamic Music Therapy and the work of classroom practitioners with children with complex needs in Belarus”.  Supported in part by MTC, the study responded to a request from classroom practitioners at Children’s Rehabilitation Centre Minsk for support to re-conceptualise and optimise their relationships with children with complex needs and speaks to a growing imperative for collaborative working in music therapy (Hadley 2017). 
Globally, children with complex needs are among the hardest to reach, marginalised and vulnerable groups. The emotional impact of severe or profound disability on relationships can be substantial (Pasiali 2014) and will inevitably affect social interaction with classroom practitioners with implications for their wellbeing and the children’s educational outcomes (McCreery 2016). If a child’s emotional needs are not understood and appropriately supported, behaviour may become defensively organised (Geddes 2006). Challenging behaviours can lead to emotional exhaustion in staff and sense of reduced competence, which may lead to inappropriate responses (Brunsting et al 2014). 
Positive teacher-pupil relationships can moderate practitioner stress and increase a sense of self-efficacy (Hopman et al. 2018). My PhD found that staff seeking to build meaningful relationships with children with complex needs required support to maintain two levels of awareness – the internal process of change in perceiving and empathising with the child which then underpinned the development of musical interactional skills (Margetts 2018). Qualitative data also indicated that resulting positive changes in relationships benefitted practitioners in terms of reduced stress. 
Although there has been research and writing by UK music therapists which has explored the relevance of Winnicott’s theories to work with professional staff in UK special education (Sutton 2002, Walsh-Stewart 2002), as well as to skills-sharing work overseas (Coombes 2011), this was the first study to explore the potential of these theories to support such work in Belarus. 
Central to the research was a newly designed staff training course, based on Donald Winnicott’s (1960) theory of mother-infant attachment, as practised by UK psychodynamic music therapists (Margetts 2018), that enabled engagement with a process of emotional change in relation to children with complex needs. Staff participants were supported to articulate and given different strategies to manage their affective responses to these children (Strange 2012), which facilitated understanding of behaviours as the communication of feelings. The strong theoretical underpinning promoted cognitive awareness of this process based in the development of musical skills. The research concluded that Winnicott’s theories of the holding environment and play are accessible, relevant and applicable, within classroom practice at CRC, to support the growth of positive relationships between staff and children which supports engagement with school.

Research dissemination and impact at CRC Minsk and beyond
 “I am telling you absolutely sincerely.  That [musical interaction] was the only thing that helped us to involve him [the child] in any kind of communication” (CRC staff participant). 
CRC provides training for other local special schools and the knowledge, skills and experience gained during the research are being shared within the local professional context through knowledge exchange on an ongoing basis. I have produced a stakeholder report for the staff of CRC, the Head of Special Education and the Minister for Education in Belarus, detailing the positive research outcomes. This, together with a valuable addition to the national Special Education Curriculum based on the research, written by one of the participants, has had a degree of direct influence upon the development of special education methodology and policy across Belarus. 

In March 2019, positive research outcomes were shared with participants, academics and stakeholders during a four-day visit to CRC Minsk. Activities included:
1.  An all-day workshop at CRC Minsk for research participants, teachers from a similar Centre in the Belarusian town of Mogilev, staff from a social care centre for infants and the British Ambassador to Belarus, Fionna Gibb.  A post about the Ambassador’s visit has been placed on the British Embassy’s website.  This workshop generated a request from the Mogilev Centre for training via the staff development programme which was central to the PhD.

2.  An interview for the online Belarusian newspaper “Sputnik” https://tinyurl.com/y63dbe5t.  Although the prose emerges as clumsy when processed from Russian to English through Google Translate, it is possible to gain a sense of the article.
3.  Dissemination of the research to academics at the Institute for Inclusive Education, Minsk.  This was positively received and generated a request for a seminar for students of the Institute and ongoing collaboration.

4.  Presentation of the research at ministerial level to the Head of Special Education for Belarus, followed by comprehensive and enthusiastic discussion as to wider applicability of the central staff development programme.  This included early ideas for distance learning to meet some of the challenges faced by classroom staff working with children with learning disabilities in mainstream schools in Belarus, supporting the development of relationships and the integration process in accordance with the current agenda in Belarusian special education.  
5.  A half-day meeting with research participants at CRC to share the research results in more detail and to discuss the sustainability of the process between 2014 and 2019.  Staff reported a variety of ways in which their learning and development has continued to be embedded in their everyday classroom practice. The ongoing principle impact is a significantly enhanced teaching and learning experience for the staff and children of CRC based on the optimisation of relationships.   
6.  A half-day workshop to introduce staff new to CRC to the ethos and framework of the research.
7.  A half-day presentation and workshop for a social care day centre for young adults with complex needs, allowing the research to be disseminated within another professional setting.  
I have presented the research within music therapy via papers, workshops and posters at national and international conferences and will be chairing a roundtable and taking part in a symposium in at the 11th European Music Therapy Congress at Aalborg University, Denmark in June 2019. The study has also been shared with multidisciplinary audiences at the Royal Schools of Medicine conference Examining the Utility of Music Interventions for Children with Learning Disabilities in 2016 and the Conference of Belarus Studies in London in 2018.  
With the support of MTC, undertaking and disseminating this research has further strengthened my conviction in the capacity of music therapy to make a real and lasting difference to the lives of children and adults with complex needs in Belarus.
Yours Sincerely,
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