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Music Therapy as Cyclical Participatory Inquiry:
revisiting a project after 25 years

Catherine Warner

The presenter will pose the question: how can weekly music therapy be framed and

experienced as cyclical inquiry?

In the paper she will summarise and discuss the cycles of a year of Music Therapy
Participatory Action Research involving minimally speaking people with a history of
institutionalisation as they adapted to life in the community. This project took place in 2001, a
time of historical social change in the UK and was the focus for the first doctoral study
involving both Music Therapy and Participatory Action Research in the world (Reason and
Bradbury 2001; Warner 2026).

Reuvisiting this project allows it to be reframed within a critical disability perspective, with
influence from the paradigms of feminist theory, emancipatory research and anti-oppressive
practice (Pickard 2023). By positioning the ‘voices’ of the participants through description of
their music, timings, actions and choices, counterbalanced by reflexive perspectives of
carers and therapists, the audience can make up their own minds about what was

communicated by each participant.

The inquiry involved both highly ambivalent and highly committed engagement, unique
instrumental, vocal and sensory encounters and clear evidence, through many tiny changes,
of a deepening sense of community. The non-speaking participants were described at the
time as having ‘profound intellectual disabilities and severe challenging behaviour’; this
characterisation will be critiqued. The audience will be encouraged to explore how this
approach might inform contemporary practices of co-production of services through direct

comment by minimally speaking people.
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