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‘Stillness and Play: Developing a Pedagogical Resource on Mindfulness and Playfulness for Singers’



Project Portfolio

INTRODUCTION AND RATIONALE
[bookmark: OLE_LINK3]As a contemporary singing teacher trained in mindfulness-based practices, I have developed an interest in integrating mindfulness techniques into both individual and group lessons. My Master's studies in Voice Pedagogy have provided the opportunity to explore this more systematically, leading to a study investigating the effects of body scan meditation combined with vocal exercises. The findings suggested reduced bodily tension and increased body awareness (Degl'Innocenti, 2025), aligning with benefits reported in the literature (Czajkowski, Greasley and Allis, 2021; Ornoy and Cohen, 2022), and reflecting what my daily teaching practice had already suggested.
Although encouraging, practical questions emerged regarding integrating mindfulness within the time constraints of lessons and adapting such practices for group singing settings. Group learning environments, which I have increasingly included in my practice, often favor playfulness and exploratory learning (Vaughn and Dayme, 2024). This raised the question of how mindfulness-based approaches, typically associated with stillness, could coexist with the playful and interactive nature of group singing. However, from my engagement with the literature, voice pedagogy appears to lack both a theoretical framework connecting mindfulness and playfulness and practical tools for integrating them into everyday teaching. 
Initially, I considered developing a full curriculum integrating both approaches. Due to time limitations and my ongoing understanding of this topic, I chose to create a shorter pedagogical artifact: a booklet designed as a resource for singers introducing the principles of mindful and playful singing. Drawing on literature and insights from my teaching, the booklet outlines the rationale for incorporating mindfulness and playfulness in singing, examines possible connections between them, and highlights their potential benefits. Although primarily theoretical, the booklet includes brief practical moments–invitations to pause, listen, or explore–offering glimpses of how each concept might appear in practice.
The booklet may also serve as a stepping stone toward future curriculum development in my practice. This study explores how integrating mindfulness and playfulness may enhance vocal learning and support musical and personal development by placing the artifact within existing literature and critically reflecting on its design.

PLANNED PROGRAM OF STUDY: Theoretical Influences and Best Practices

Creating a pedagogical artifact combining mindfulness and playfulness as learning tools for singers required engaging with multidisciplinary literature. Mindfulness–described as a way of paying non-judgemental attention to the experience of the present moment (Elliott, 2010; Eberth and Sedlmeier, 2012)–has been linked to enhanced attention, memory, and immune function over the last four decades of research (Fox et al., 2014; Anurag et al., 2023). An important contribution was Jon Kabat-Zinn’s Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction Clinic, established in 1979, which has been effective in alleviating anxiety, depression, and low self-esteem (Eberth and Sedlmeier, 2012; Blyskal, 2022). Psychologist Ellen Langer developed a complementary Western approach to mindfulness, which encouraged participants to engage with tasks in novel ways (Langer, 2000; Ivtzan and Hart, 2016). Her approach fostered openness, which is essential for creativity and connects to what positive psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi described as 'flow'–a state of total engagement arising especially in structured activities like music and dance (Csikszentmihalyi, 1997; Ivtzan and Hart, 2016). Ying and Chiat (2013) proposed that qi flow–the vital life force cultivated through taichi, an ancient discipline integrating breath, movement, and focused attention–may contribute to flow in musical performance. In vocal performance, attention is central, but performers often struggle to focus under pressure, and mindfulness-based strategies, such as guided imagery, can help reduce distracting thoughts (Tremayne and Morgan, 2016). Despite this connection, mindfulness has only recently become a subject of vocal research. Czajkowski, Greasley, and Allis (2021) reported that singers undertaking mindfulness training experienced greater focus and increased body awareness, and Blyskal (2022) found that incorporating body scan meditation into voice lessons increased students' vocal ease and reduced singing anxiety.
Equally central to this study was play–defined by voluntary involvement, intrinsic motivation, and emphasis on the experience rather than the end result (Brock et al., 2009; Yogman et al., 2018)–which figures of childhood education, such as Froebel, Montessori, Steiner, and Malaguzzi, placed at the center of learning (Singer, 2013). However, while play informed the foundations of early childhood education, it was playfulness–a dispositional quality distinct from play itself (Fine, 2014)–that proved most relevant to this study. Playfulness was recognized as vital for creativity throughout life (Csikszentmihalyi, 1997; Niland, 2009), and has started to influence higher education through playfulness theory–an approach that focuses on enjoyable engagement and welcomes failure as part of learning (Fine, 2014; Le Hunt, 2017). From a neuroscience perspective, Moss Erickson (2022) showed that mistakes and rest between practice are essential for motor skill development and long-term retention. Complementing this, joy-centered pedagogy, which uses arts-based approaches to bring play and self-discovery into learning, questioned the assumption that learning requires hardship (Camfield, 2025). 
Since this artifact also aims to accompany group classes–the teaching of small groups through cooperative learning (Ward, 1978; Bjøntegaard, 2015)–the group dimension was explored. The Buddhist sangha tradition considered group practice as essential to deepening mindfulness (Thich Nhat Hanh, 1998). In fact, group singing encourages mutual listening and social connection, fostering joy and the discovery of identity beyond habitual roles (Densley and Andrews, 2021; Hendry, Lynam, and Lafarge, 2022).
Both mindful listening and playful exploration seemed naturally present in group singing, leading to the central question of this study: whether, despite their different origins, they converge at the level of awareness–mindfulness through non-judgemental observation, and playfulness through exploratory engagement. Although not researched in voice pedagogy, glimpses of their intersection appeared across several fields. In the psychology of creativity, Hassan (2019) proposed that playfulness, mindfulness, and improvisation can be interconnected aspects of the creative mind. Crane et al. (2015) described mindfulness-based teaching itself as a process of disciplined improvisation, combining structured inquiry with the ability to respond spontaneously. In cognitive research, Golland et al. (2025) found that short improvisational theatre exercises improved cognitive function and positive emotions in older adults. Even within voice research, Czajkowski, Greasley and Allis (2021) noted that singers undertaking mindfulness training began spontaneously playing with tempo and dynamics, suggesting that playful engagement may emerge naturally from mindful attention. Mindfulness and playfulness may therefore offer complementary pathways toward helping singers approach their voice with curiosity and creative openness.

AIMS
· To design an accessible pedagogical resource (artifact) introducing mindful and playful singing principles and their interconnection
· To situate the artifact within existing literature on mindfulness and playfulness
· To critically reflect on its design as a step toward future curriculum development
· to assess how mindfulness and playfulness are currently represented in voice pedagogy literature, identifying potential benefits and limitations

OBJECTIVES
· Review relevant literature on mindfulness, playfulness, motor learning, and group singing, identifying reported benefits and gaps
· Conduct a narrative review using the UWTSD library and Google Scholar, prioritizing peer-reviewed studies from the last twenty years
· Identify key principles suitable for an accessible resource for singers
· Develop a concise booklet in a language appropriate for a mixed audience of singers
· Critically reflect on the artifact's limitations and potential applications in one-to-one and group contexts
EXPECTED LEARNING OUTCOMES
· Deepen understanding of integrating mindfulness and playfulness into vocal pedagogy
· Develop a clearer articulation of my teaching philosophy grounded in mindful and playful principles
· Establish a foundation for future lessons and group classes grounded in these principles
· Gain experience in translating research insights into accessible pedagogical materials

METHODOLOGY
This study explored mindfulness, playfulness, and their intersection in voice pedagogy and developed an artifact introducing their principles for a mixed audience of singers. While mindfulness was already familiar from previous assignments, playfulness as a pedagogical tool required engaging with unfamiliar literature.
I followed a narrative review approach, designed to reach a wide audience without presuming prior knowledge (Winter, 2022), and often used to present a broader perspective on a topic (Grant and Booth, 2009; Tjosvold, 2025). Although such reviews do not typically follow a rigid methodological framework, I structured my review through Nelson's (2013) reflective framework of "knowing that", "knowing how", and "knowing what"–a model developed within the tradition of practice-as-research, distinguishing between theoretical knowledge, embodied practical knowledge, and the critical insights emerging from their intersection.
This study also drew on practice-based methodology, moving between reviewing literature, drawing insights, and using mindfulness practices on myself to reflect on how those insights could be practically integrated into the artifact. Knowledge emerged through creative acts (Dallow, 2003)–in this case, designing a booklet that brought together mindful stillness and playful exploration, requiring new ways of connecting theory with practice. My process resembled art-based research, as daily meditation sessions–including breathing meditation, body scan, and visualizations–generated most of the booklet's ideas and design decisions. However, I recognized that my positive view of meditation could affect how the booklet is received, so I made mindfulness examples brief and optional, as some singers may find stillness uncomfortable.
The insights from meditations were initially recorded as voice memos and developed through reflective journaling, in which I gradually clarified ideas, formed new questions, and reflected at every stage. Insights also emerged from engagement with students in individual lessons, where I observed how mindfulness and playfulness functioned in practice. My approach reflected a relativist and constructionist perspective, recognizing that multiple realities are shaped by experience and relationships (Saunders, Lewis, and Thornhill, 2016; Pessu, 2019).
While not guided by a formal research question, this project was informed by one from earlier studies and teaching experience: how might mindfulness and playfulness support embodied self-knowledge and creativity for singers?
My initial searches focused on play, play-based learning, and playfulness, as I had already explored mindfulness in earlier work. Using 'play' and 'singing' in the UWTSD library produced 4,895 results; adding 'education' reduced them to 1,455, within which I found key articles in children's cognitive development and musicality. Since my interest lies with adult students rather than children, adding 'higher education' and 'music' narrowed the literature considerably. The intersection between mindfulness and playfulness proved harder to locate, but searching Google Scholar yielded three studies linking the two; none in voice pedagogy. Inclusion criteria prioritized peer-reviewed studies from the last twenty years. Grey literature was included only when necessary. 
The structure of the booklet–moving from voice, to mindfulness, to playfulness, their intersection, and group singing–also shaped the structure of this critical review. Visual design choices further reflected the artifact's concepts. Watercolor artworks were chosen to convey fluidity between the concepts, and the page on playfulness was right-aligned to challenge typical reading expectations. Finally, as a researcher-practitioner who has personally found mindfulness beneficial, I needed to be wary of bias through journaling and self-reflection.
Project Report: Critical Review of Artifact

INTRODUCTION
The integration of mindfulness into educational and clinical settings has grown significantly over the last four decades, with research showing benefits in attention, emotional regulation, and well-being (Eberth and Sedlmeier, 2012; Fox et al., 2014). In voice pedagogy, mindfulness remains in its early stages, with only a limited number of studies exploring its effects on singers (Czajkowski, Greasley and Allis, 2021; Ornoy and Cohen, 2022). Similarly, while playfulness has long been recognized as fundamental to learning in early childhood education (Brock et al., 2009; Yogman et al., 2018), its application in higher education and adult vocal training is only beginning to receive attention (Fine, 2014; Le Hunt, 2017). The possible intersection of these two approaches–one rooted in stillness, the other in active exploration–has not yet been examined within voice pedagogy, despite emerging links in creativity research (Hassan, 2019).
This study aims to bridge this gap by developing a pedagogical artifact–a booklet introducing the principles of mindful and playful singing and their potential interconnection. Drawing on my experience as a singing teacher trained in mindfulness-based practices, and informed by findings from my research into body scan meditation and vocal exercises (Degl'Innocenti, 2025), the artifact is designed as an accessible resource for singers. It aims to offer students a theoretical yet practical introduction, while also serving as a foundation for future curriculum development.
The discussion and analysis will be structured through Nelson's (2013) reflective framework of 'knowing that’, 'knowing how’, and 'knowing what’, providing a lens for examining the design decisions, practical considerations, and theoretical underpinnings of the booklet.


KNOW THAT: Theoretical Principles Guiding the Artifact
Vocal pedagogue Richard Miller once captured something that most singers instinctively know: 'The sound I make is very much a part of me; even if it is faulty, it is mine' (1996, p. 207). The voice can be considered a unique instrument as it originates and is hidden in the body (Miller, 1996; Herbst, 2020). I chose to begin the booklet on mindful and playful singing based on the concept of the voice as uniquely personal (see artifact, appendix 1). 
Recent neuroscience has deepened understanding of the singing voice's complexity: it involves the coordination of more than one hundred muscles and integrates musical, emotional, and linguistic processes within a continuous brain-body-environment loop (Moss Erickson, 2022). Emotions can directly impact vocal production through mechanisms in subcortical brain regions, affecting the voice both consciously and unconsciously (Scherer, 2013). While the underlying physiological mechanisms may be broadly similar across individuals, singers practice without visual control over their instrument, relying on proprioception–the body's sense of its own position and movement–and internal feedback to guide them (Herbst, 2020; Paparo, 2022). In the booklet, I wrote: Because you cannot see your voice, paying attention to it from the inside becomes the most essential tool for knowing what your voice is doing (Appendix 1, p. 4). The internal experience of the singer is inherently subjective, yet the teacher plays a key role by offering external feedback, modeling attentive listening, and directing awareness toward specific sensations (Tillotson Bauer, 2016). Some methods have taken this further: the Alexander Technique and Feldenkrais enhance a kinaesthetic experience of singing, where the whole body becomes the instrument (Neely, 2016; Tillotson Bauer, 2016). Kinesthesia–the sense of body movement and position–is deeply connected to proprioception; when the whole body functions as the instrument, a relaxed body supports a relaxed throat, larynx, and articulation, opening the voice to free resonance and accurate registration (Tillotson Bauer, 2016). Connected to these discoveries, I wrote on the first page of the booklet: “That is why only you can discover what your voice feels like, by listening not just to the sound, but to the sensations, the effort, the ease” (Appendix 1, p. 3).
The booklet positioned mindfulness not as an additional practice, but as a quality of attention brought to singing in every moment. The act of listening from within–being attentive–includes not only proprioception (Paparo, 2022) but also metacognition, the awareness an individual has of their own mental processes (Smith and Beran, 2021). In the booklet, this became: and noticing where your mind goes in the process (Appendix 1, p. 3). Attention has been defined as a subset of mindfulness, and research has revealed that attentional flexibility–the ability to shift between external and internal awareness under pressure–is a common challenge among performers (Tremayne and Morgan, 2016). A lack of attentional flexibility can contribute to music performance anxiety (MPA), which affects vocal production through increased physical tension and reduced psychological resilience (Tremayne and Morgan, 2016; Shaw, Juncos and Winter, 2020). Forms of mindfulness, alongside yoga, the Alexander Technique, and guided imagery, are considered effective alternative treatments to reduce it (Shaw, Juncos, and Winter, 2020). Even though research on mindfulness for singers is still in its early stages, the benefits reported were promising. Czajkowski and Greasley (2015) found that mindfulness exercises before singing improved body awareness, pitch accuracy, and reduced tension, while Blyskal (2022) showed that body scans–a practice of gradually shifting attention throughout the body–increased vocal ease and reduced singing anxiety. Beyond vocal pedagogy, Acceptance and Commitment Training, which includes mindfulness practices as a foundational component, has been shown to promote the psychological flexibility needed for performance (Shaw, Juncos, and Winter, 2020).
These findings pointed to a broader understanding: since the voice is informed by both physical sensations and emotional states (Scherer, 2013), it functions as a whole, as methods such as the Alexander Technique have long emphasized (Tillotson Bauer, 2016). This led me to acknowledge that while learning the voice in parts is necessary, singing itself happens as one process, helped by the quality of attention the singer brings to it: But singing doesn't happen in pieces. It happens as a whole – everything at once, in one moment. What connects the pieces is attention (Appendix 1, p. 4).
Research has also suggested that the relationship between singer and voice is not simply technical but deeply tied to identity and self-knowledge, with vocal learning functioning as a form of self-discovery (Anderson, 2009; Lemon-McMahon, 2019). This informed the invitation: Think of the simple act of singing in front of other people. What does it teach you about yourself, about what you are willing to let out into the world? (Appendix 1, p. 3). The voice, as an instrument inseparable from the body and the person, might inevitably reveal something of the singer's identity, emotional state, and relationship with vulnerability (Scherer, 2013; Miller, 1996).
When it came to including playfulness in the booklet, I considered it not as an activity but as an approach. Drawing on playfulness theory (Fine, 2014; Le Hunt, 2017) and Moss Erickson's (2022) work on motor learning, I presented playfulness as a disposition–a way of applying knowledge without clinging to a predetermined outcome: Playfulness means approaching singing as an exploration: meeting your voice in each moment without a fixed idea of what you are going to find (Appendix 1, p. 5). Neuroscience research has shown that mistakes, trial and error, and variety in practice are essential to how the brain refines motor skills (Moss Erickson, 2022). I therefore presented vocal learning as exploration rather than correction: When we approach the voice this way, mistakes stop being failures, they become information the brain can use to learn. And rest is not a break from learning; it's part of it (Appendix 1, p. 5). Taking breaks between singing exercises (motor practice) has been shown to facilitate cognitive replay, which is necessary for skill consolidation (Moss Erickson, 2023). Yet when fear of failure is present, the physical tension it produces directly undermines the vocal freedom that technique aims to develop (Tillotson Bauer, 2016; Shaw, Juncos and Winter, 2020). A playful approach may therefore offer not only psychological relief but also physical release.
However, playfulness in an educational context can risk being perceived as lacking rigor–a concern that reflects the warning of historian and play theorist Huizinga against reducing play to its practical benefits (Singer, 2013). Huizinga emphasized that playfulness with too little structure causes disengagement, while too much structure diminishes the openness that makes it effective. The booklet attempts to address this by grounding playful approaches in neuroscience and physiology, making clear that playfulness is not the lack of knowledge but a way of applying it.
Although not researched in voice pedagogy, the relationship between playfulness and mindfulness finds support in adjacent fields: Kestly (2016) noted that genuine play produces an openness of mind resembling mindful awareness, and Hassan (2019) showed that playfulness, mindfulness, and improvisation are connected forces of creativity. When mindfulness enhances attention and playfulness fosters exploration, the conditions for achieving flow–a state of full immersion in which challenge and skill are in balance and attention is completely engaged–may be established (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990; Le Hunt, 2017). In the booklet's intersection page, I reflected on this idea: In these small moments, attention and play stop being opposites and start feeding each other. You are focused and free at the same time (Appendix 1, p. 6). 
Since the booklet also aimed to explore mindful and playful singing in group-voice contexts, one page addressed singing with others. Group singing requires mutual listening and social awareness, and studies have linked it to joy, social cohesion, and the discovery of identity beyond habitual roles (Densley and Andrews, 2021; Hendry, Lynam and Lafarge, 2022). The Buddhist sangha tradition–in which group practice deepens individual mindfulness (Thich Nhat Hanh, 1998)–provided a philosophical foundation for considering how mindfulness and playfulness might operate differently, and perhaps more effectively, in a shared space. Kestly (2016) further observed that play can widen what psychiatrist Daniel Siegel called the "window of tolerance"–the state of feeling safe enough to engage, explore, and learn–suggesting that playful approaches may help singers manage the anxiety that often accompanies vocal performance. The group page of the booklet explored how the principles introduced individually throughout the booklet–attention, presence, curiosity, exploration–can be transformative when experienced in a group setting. A limitation of this artifact, however, is that the group dimension remains largely theoretical and anecdotal: no study has yet examined how mindfulness and playfulness intersect specifically in group vocal settings. 

KNOW HOW: Practice and Skill Informing the Artifact
Although I chose to approach the artifact as a theoretical guide to mindfulness and playfulness in singing, every decision was also informed by my practice as both a student and a teacher. My starting point was shaped by my training in mindfulness practices and the playful tools and techniques I use to approach each student differently. Since vocal learning is widely regarded as subjective, a student-centered pedagogy has helped me acknowledge the impact of individual experience on learning (Leigh-Post, 2015; Brown, 2020; Czajkowski, Greasley, and Allis, 2021). Different approaches may vary in effectiveness across learners and risk hindering progress if individual differences are not considered (Latukefu and Verenikina, 2011; Pearson et al., 2015; De Santis, Deck and Hall, 2021). I therefore approached mindfulness and playfulness like ingredients in a pedagogical recipe that needs careful measuring depending on the student's learning style, physiology, and psychology. This required a high level of preparation and empathic disposition (Helding, 2017; Brown, 2020), as even small moments in a lesson can reveal the complexity involved. For example, I have often noticed that after a mindful body scan or breathing exercise, a student’s voice remains open and relaxed, but as soon as they move into more active singing, habitual tensions tend to resurface. Playfulness seemed to offer a bridge–for instance, asking them to sing as a character or with an exaggerated emotion sometimes allowed the physical ease to carry over. However, this did not always work across students, and transitioning between the two remains an ongoing challenge in my teaching.
What has consistently supported both my teaching and the booklet's design is my personal daily meditation practice. Mindfulness, translated as insight or clear seeing, can be traced back to the Buddhist tradition of Vipassana meditation (Elliott, 2010; Czajkowski, Greasley and Allis, 2021). Having practiced for several years, I have experienced reduced mental noise, increased bodily awareness, and an improved capacity to be present without judgment. The decision to include a tuning-in moment on the first page of the booklet–pause for a moment. Notice your breath. Notice how your body feels right now. You don't need to change anything. Just notice. That's where we begin (Appendix 1, p. 3)–emerged directly from my experience of how arriving with attention to a task might change what follows. One technique I have regularly used with students is body scan meditation, which, over time, showed benefits including decreased body tension, improved pitch accuracy, and reduced anxiety during performance. These observations led to my first research study (Degl'Innocenti, 2025), whose results paralleled and extended them, adding increased body awareness, enhanced singing ease, and, surprisingly, unique imagery accompanying the singing. However, I concluded that a full body scan was not practical for weekly lessons; only short excerpts or home practice seemed realistic. The decision to position mindfulness in the booklet as listening and sensing rather than formal meditation was guided by what worked in practice. The benefit of pausing, supported by neuroscience research on cognitive replay (Moss Erickson, 2023), was clear, and adding brief mindful pauses during both individual and group lessons has proved valuable.
As a music teacher for preschool children, I had long understood play to be a fundamental learning tool for musical exploration. But playfulness as a disposition and an approach to adult vocal learning has become the most fertile ground for me as a practitioner over the years. I began bringing it into my teaching through tools as simple as using the "wrong" voice to sing a note and laughing about it. In the booklet I wrote: Trying to sing a phrase as different characters. Improvising with nonsense syllables. Deliberately make an "ugly" sound and noticing what happens (Appendix 1, p. 5). These were only a few among many approaches. In most cases, I let the lesson lead the way, creating opportunities for playful moments to become vocal exercises, always guided by the student's disposition in the moment, which is in itself an act of mindfulness, and one the student can learn to adopt. For instance, using a student's name as syllables to approach a vocal exercise seemed to strengthen attention and engagement. Impersonating a character or singing with a different emotion might break what I described in the booklet as clinging to a predetermined outcome (Appendix 1, p. 5). One of the main issues that attachment to controlling a vocal outcome can create is rigidity and both physical and mental tension. Whitton (2018) noted that educational environments centered on performance can cause students to fear failure and avoid taking risks–conditions that, in a singing context, work against the vocal freedom that good technique is meant to support. Nørgård, Toft-Nielsen and Whitton (2017) drew on Huizinga's concept of the "magic circle"–a protected space where different rules apply and failure becomes part of the learning–to argue for playful pedagogy in higher education. In my studio, I have tried to create this kind of space, where the wrong note or the silly voice can become an opportunity to discover something new. Enjoyment has always been central to my teaching and aligns with joy-centered pedagogy's view that learning should not demand hardship (Camfield, 2025). This experience, alongside the literature on adult playfulness (Proyer, 2017; Nørgård, Toft-Nielsen and Whitton, 2017; Whitton, 2018), guided my decision to write: When you let go of that need to control what happens next, something might open up: creativity, joy, pleasure, flow (Appendix 1, p. 5).
During my body scan study, the unexpected emergence of imagery alongside singing ease suggested that mindfulness can cross over into playful and creative engagement. The challenge was to consider how mindfulness and playfulness might feed each other, or even occur simultaneously. This led me to the concept of flow (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990), which I addressed in the booklet: When you have a clear sense of what you are doing, feel the response in real time, and you are present enough to let go of everything else (Appendix 1, p. 6). Throughout the booklet, visual and layout choices were made to reflect its content, and the intersection page embodied this most directly with a watercolor blending two colors, playful but fluid and calm, mirroring the convergence between mindfulness and playfulness that the page aims to describe (see Figure 1).
Figure 1
[image: ]
In practice, one approach I have started developing is leading a short body scan visualization during individual lessons, asking students to imagine a spacious landscape, a place of comfort and beauty, and then letting that image and the sensation of their whole body become the anchor from which to sing. A limitation of this approach, however, is that students remain in stillness, and extending it into active singing is an area for future exploration.
Group-singing is a setting I have only recently begun to explore, and my practice is still developing–though I noticed that playfulness emerged more naturally here than in individual lessons, suggesting it may already be present in many group vocal settings without being formally recognized. Two components seemed significant: cohesion and active listening. I have noticed that even a simple playful exercise can warm up the group, while moments of mindful listening–attending not just to one's own voice but to others’–create opportunities for cohesion. I have drawn on approaches such as singing in a circle to signal that the experience will be interactive (Odom, 2023; Vaughn and Dayme, 2024). Inspired by Densley and Andrews (2021), I have experimented with ending sessions by having the group hold hands in a circle to evoke positive emotions and enhance a sense of belonging. Group voice settings can also reduce performance anxiety and boost confidence, as students tend to support each other and feel more comfortable when asked to sing individually (Odom, 2023). I wrote: We take risks we might not take alone, because the group holds what the individual cannot (Appendix 1, p. 7). This was not only a psychological observation. As discussed earlier, a relaxed body supports free vocal production (Tillotson Bauer, 2016). If group cohesion helps reduce anxiety (Odom, 2023)–and with it, physical tension–the group dynamic may support not only emotional safety but also the physiological conditions for singing ease, although this remains to be observed in my practice consistently. 
The booklet ends with a page about nurturing independence in the singing student. This was rooted in my teaching philosophy: the role of the teacher, as I understand it, is to guide students toward autonomy rather than foster dependency. Historically, vocal pedagogy followed a master-apprentice model in which the student's learning largely depended on the teacher's expertise and judgment rather than on cultivating the student's perceptual skills (Sherwood, 2023). A student-centered approach, by contrast, aims to develop students' capacity to listen, notice, and make informed decisions about their voices (Leigh-Post, 2015). In my teaching, I have noticed that students who begin to take ownership of their practice–noticing tension without being told, sensing shifts in their perceptions–tend to continue to grow that awareness. In practice, I have started asking students what they noticed during the session rather than telling them what I observed first, and I encourage them to carry one small moment of awareness into their week. The closing page reconnected to the beginning–noticing the voice, the sound, and the changes that naturally occur in life as they reflect in the body. I wrote: It is a living practice – one that grows and changes as you do (Appendix 1, p. 8). The word 'living' wanted to position singing not as a skill to be mastered and completed but as an ongoing, evolving relationship with one's own voice.

KNOW WHAT: Factual and Conceptual Knowledge in the Artifact. 
The first concept embedded in the booklet was considering every voice as uniquely personal. Every voice shares similar physiological mechanisms, yet because each body is different, and so are the habits brought to it, each voice responds differently and needs different adjustments (Herbst, 2020; Moss Erickson, 2022). The human voice originates from and is hidden within the body, unlike any other instrument (Miller, 1996; Herbst, 2020), and singers must rely on proprioception rather than visual feedback to guide their singing (Herbst, 2020; Paparo, 2022). In the booklet, I wrote: That is why only you can discover what your voice feels like (Appendix 1, p. 3). While this statement is supported by the literature on proprioception, it could risk underplaying the teacher's role. A fully independent approach to vocal learning could reinforce unhealthy habits or misinterpret sensations, especially among less experienced singers (Latukefu and Verenikina, 2011). I addressed this by adding: A teacher can guide you there, but the felt experience is yours alone to notice. This reflects my positioning within a student-centered pedagogy, in which the teacher acts as a facilitator rather than an authority (Leigh-Post, 2015). Beyond physiological considerations, this perspective introduced the idea that vocal learning can also be a path to self-discovery, linking a singer’s voice to their identity (Anderson, 2009; Lemon-McMahon, 2019). The invitation to consider what singing in front of others teaches about oneself (Appendix 1, p. 3) was an attempt to make self-discovery tangible–a moment most singers might experience. However, whether one written question can genuinely prompt this kind of reflection, or whether it requires the vulnerability of repeatedly singing in front of others, remains an open question. The booklet also described singing as 'a creative current that we release outward' (Appendix 1, p. 3)–a philosophical perspective rather than a claim based on evidence; while literature on the embodied nature of singing may support it (Juntunen, Arlin and Liira, 2023), a fuller investigation was beyond the scope of this study.
The central concept underpinning the mindfulness page was that mindfulness is not an additional practice, but a quality of attention brought to the whole singing experience. The booklet made explicit that because the voice cannot be seen, internal attention is not a supplementary skill, but the singer's primary feedback mechanism (Herbst, 2020; Paparo, 2022). In the booklet, I wrote: This booklet is an invitation to approach your voice with curiosity. Not to fix it. Simply to meet it – with attention (Appendix 1, p. 3), and used the metaphor: The technique builds vocal fitness. But mindfulness is how you show up to that training (Appendix 1, p. 4). Three elements supported this idea: attention, body awareness, and listening from within.
Attention, a subset of mindfulness (Tremayne and Morgan, 2016), includes focus on external stimuli, proprioceptive awareness (Paparo, 2022), and metacognition–awareness of one's own mental processes (Smith and Beran, 2021). A frequent challenge faced by performers involves effectively directing their attention under pressure, with both internal and external awareness recognized as essential components in cultivating this flexibility (Tremayne and Morgan, 2016). While the literature focused on attentional difficulties during performance, I noticed this challenge is equally present during lessons–a student worrying about the right sound or anticipating feedback rather than attending to the present moment. Simply noticing the worry and the anticipation might already be a step toward not being controlled by them. In the booklet, I framed this as: By practicing being present, we strengthen what you might call an ‘attention muscle’ (Appendix 1, p. 4). This was a simplification, giving priority to accessibility over the literature's distinction between concentrative and receptive attention (Tremayne and Morgan, 2016). A further limitation was that reading about attention does not develop it–the booklet can only point toward the practice.
Body awareness, the second element, was supported by research showing body scans can increase singers' physical awareness, reduce tension, and improve vocal ease (Czajkowski and Greasley, 2015; Blyskal, 2022). However, body awareness is inherently subjective, and a written invitation cannot replicate the guided experience of a teacher directing attention in real time.
Listening from within was possibly the most important element. I wrote: by listening not just to the sound, but to the sensations, the effort, the ease – and noticing where your mind goes in the process (Appendix 1, p. 3). This is grounded in proprioception (Herbst, 2020; Paparo, 2022) and metacognition (Smith and Beran, 2021). However, internal listening is also fundamentally subjective, and relying on reflection alone to guide it remains a limitation.
In my view, these three elements are interconnected–attention enables body awareness, which deepens internal listening, which sharpens attention. This is why the booklet presented them as one integrated practice: Mindfulness in singing is simply the practice of paying attention – listening, sensing, and feeling your voice in every moment (Appendix 1, p. 4).
Another key topic in the booklet was introducing playfulness as a disposition to be brought into singing. The areas most relevant to vocal learning were motor learning, mistakes as information, and rest as consolidation (Crocco, McCabe and Madill, 2020; Moss Erickson, 2022). Playfulness theory (Fine, 2014; Le Hunt, 2017) shaped the decision to consider playfulness as a disposition rather than an activity, and in the booklet appeared in the passage: Playfulness is not the absence of knowledge; it's a disposition, a way of applying what you know without clinging to a predetermined outcome (Appendix 1, p. 5). This was informed by Whitton’s (2018) observation that learning cultures focused on performance breed fear of failure, a condition that, in singing, might create the tension it aims to overcome. There is, however, a tension in the booklet itself: by grounding playfulness in neuroscience and motor learning, it risks doing precisely what Huizinga warned against–reducing play to its functional benefits and losing its essence in the process (Singer, 2013). I attempted to balance this by grounding playfulness in science without reducing playfulness to science alone: the technique, the science, the physiology, all of that still matters (Appendix 1, p. 5)–but playfulness itself remains a disposition, not a predetermined outcome. 
The central and possibly most challenging section of the booklet was the connection between mindfulness and playfulness, as literature linking the two was very limited. I decided to narrow it to two areas of connection clearly highlighted in both the literature and my own practice: flow and what I came to understand as the convergence of attention and exploration.
Flow requires that the level of challenge match the individual's skill, together with a clear purpose and the ability to sense the response in real time (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). Hassan (2019) proposed that playfulness, mindfulness, and improvisation form interrelated forces within the creative mind, while Crane et al. (2015) described mindfulness-based teaching as disciplined improvisation, blending structure and spontaneity. In play therapy, Kestly (2016) observed that genuine play fosters an openness of mind that resembles the awareness cultivated through mindfulness. These studies gave me ground to propose that mindfulness and playfulness can coexist. In the booklet, I wrote: You are focused and free at the same time (Appendix 1, p. 6). This statement is possibly more aspirational than evidence-based: while the literature supported the individual conditions for flow and the benefits of both mindfulness and playfulness, no study has yet demonstrated their combined effect in a vocal learning context. Through this process, however, I came to see mindfulness and playfulness not as separate practices but as interconnected qualities of attention–one providing focus, the other openness. The booklet presented their intersection as an invitation rather than a fact–a distinction I addressed through tentative language throughout, and one that will depend on future research.
Singing with others was the least developed section of the booklet and the most reliant on future practice. While the literature supported the benefits of group singing for social cohesion and emotional well-being (Densley and Andrews, 2021; Hendry, Lynam and Lafarge, 2022), and group mindfulness has deep roots in the Buddhist sangha tradition (Thich Nhat Hanh, 1998), no study has examined how mindfulness and playfulness intersect in group vocal settings. I wrote: We take risks we might not take alone, because the group holds what the individual cannot (Appendix 1, p. 7). I have observed students attempting things in group settings that they would resist in individual lessons, as the shared space creates a sense of safety that can normalize taking risks. This is connected to Kestly's (2016) concept of the window of tolerance, in which group cohesion may widen the space for both mindful and playful engagement. When a group is guided in a way that builds trust and cohesion… playfulness finds its best conditions (Appendix 1, p. 7). However, the opposite is also possible–a group that lacks trust could allow self-consciousness to surface and inhibit both. The booklet did not address what happens when effective facilitation is absent, which is a limitation. Furthermore, this acknowledged the teacher's role but offered no guidance on how to build group trust–an area for future research.
The booklet's final page positions singing as a 'living practice', returning to the idea of voice as a journey introduced on the first page, and it encourages independence, a concept grounded in student-centered pedagogy (Leigh-Post, 2015). It also acknowledges that flow and vocal ease are not always achievable: It doesn't always happen. Some days the mind is too busy, the body too tense, or the voice just doesn't feel like yours. This was important to include as a booklet that presents only the aspirational might mislead the reader. Whether the artifact as a whole served as genuine empowerment or remains an introduction to ideas that can only come alive through the embodied experience of singing and teaching, remains to be seen in practice.

CONCLUSION 
This study set out to review whether mindfulness and playfulness could be complementary orientations for vocal learning. This claim was partially supported: while mindfulness has been extensively researched, mostly in clinical settings, it remains in its early stages in voice pedagogy (Czajkowski, Greasley and Allis, 2021), and playfulness, though supported by motor learning neuroscience (Moss Erickson, 2022) and playfulness theory (Fine, 2014; Le Hunt, 2017), has received little attention in vocal settings. Their possible convergence at the level of awareness–something I have observed in my practice–lacks direct support in the literature. However, this study suggested that mindfulness and playfulness may function not as separate tools but as complementary qualities of attention, supporting what Csikszentmihalyi (1990) described as the conditions for flow. The booklet developed in this study is therefore propositional rather than proven, with key limitations including its inherently theoretical nature and a group dimension that remains largely unexplored in both the literature and my own practice. Future research could investigate how mindfulness and playfulness interact during active singing– particularly the transition from stillness to vocal engagement–and whether their combined use in group-voice settings produces measurable benefits for singers.
The aims were largely met with clear limitations: the literature revealed individual benefits for each approach, but a significant gap at their intersection. The booklet exists as an accessible resource introducing their principles and interconnection, though its effectiveness can only be tested through future use with students. Critically reflecting on the artifact's design through Nelson's framework required translating complex concepts into accessible language–a process that inevitably simplified some theoretical complexity. Through this study, I have deepened my understanding of both approaches, begun to articulate a teaching philosophy grounded in mindful and playful principles, and established a foundation for future lesson planning and group singing courses. Ultimately, much of what I know as a teacher lives in my daily practice with students. Creating this artifact revealed how much of my teaching knowledge is intuitive and embodied, and how much deeper it becomes when examined through theory. The booklet provides a foundation, but not a program: translating its principles into structured curricula remains the next stage.






CRITICAL REFLECTION 
Following Kolb's (1984) reflective model, this critical reflection moves through four stages: concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualization, and active experimentation–a cycle in which each stage feeds the next and the process begins again.
My concrete experience drew from both my teaching practice and the process of creating the booklet itself, from researching literature to experimenting with approaches in lessons. I spent more time on playfulness as it was theoretically new territory, though my experience teaching music to preschool children had already shown me how play functions as a natural learning tool. The booklet's structure emerged early, but its content was shaped by daily meditation practice, through which ideas surfaced as questions and connections that were explored further through reflective journaling. For example, during a period of journaling following a meditation session, I arrived at one of the booklet's central ideas: we learn to sing in pieces, but singing happens as a whole–and attention is what connects them. Being asked to create a group singing proposal for my local community prompted me to consider how mindfulness and playfulness might work together in a structured curriculum. This led me to add a page on group singing in the booklet. Continuing to experiment with mindful moments in individual lessons, building on my earlier body scan research (Degl'Innocenti, 2025), highlighted the challenge of integrating mindful practices into the time pressures of actual lessons. In particular, I repeatedly noticed that a student's vocal ease found after a mindful exercise would disappear the moment they moved into active singing. 
Reflecting on my experience (reflective observation), I discovered that small details mattered–for instance, asking students to visualize a spacious place rather than simply a place they love during a body scan practice produced a noticeably more relaxed vocal response. While mindful practices in lessons were already familiar, I had never formally reflected on playfulness. I partially knew it was present in my teaching, but I started noticing how often I encouraged students to approach mistakes with humor, or improvised exercises in different ways depending on how they reported feeling vocally that day. Because imagery emerged unexpectedly from my body scan study, I reflected on the possible use of visualizations to elicit imagery, which was also reported to have benefits in the literature (Tremayne and Morgan, 2016; Shaw, Juncos and Winter, 2020; Degl'Innocenti, 2025). The intersection of mindfulness and playfulness was harder to articulate than expected. What I noticed was a lack of consistency in vocal ease when both elements were present separately. Moving from a body scan to a playful exercise, for example, seemed to be the moment students would lose focus. I began to realize that both elements might need to be present simultaneously to produce results the students could tangibly notice–less body tension, or simply having more fun without overthinking. The biggest challenge was considering it in group settings, where addressing students' needs is much harder because singing is a shared activity.
Drawing on theory to make sense of these observations, the literature on the state of flow helped me understand why both mindfulness and playfulness seemed to need to coexist rather than follow sequentially. Flow requires that challenge and skill are balanced and attention is fully engaged (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990)–conditions that neither mindfulness nor playfulness alone could sustain in my lessons. What emerged was a new understanding: mindfulness and playfulness are not separate tools but qualities of attention that, when cultivated together, may help create the conditions for flow. The realization that the quality of attention matters more than adding new practices shifted my teaching philosophy from providing techniques to facilitating conditions in which discovery can happen. Nørgård, Toft-Nielsen and Whitton's (2017) concept of the magic circle–a protected space where different rules apply–helped me articulate what I had been trying to create in my studio: a space where failure is welcome and exploration is safe. I also came to understand a tension that Huizinga first identified: grounding playfulness in neuroscience gives it credibility but may also reduce it to a functional tool, whereas leaving it ungrounded may show it as lacking rigor (Singer, 2013). Addressing this tension–letting playfulness be just that while justifying its place in pedagogy–remains an ongoing challenge. In group settings, noticing individual nuances adds more complexity, though practical strategies such as dividing classes into smaller groups can help (Vaughn and Dayme, 2024).
Looking ahead (active experimentation), the most immediate next step is to test the booklet with students–both in individual lessons and in the group singing classes I am developing. This could involve observing how students respond to the booklet's concepts and what adjustments are needed. A group setting would be valuable, as it is the context in which the intersection of mindfulness and playfulness seems least tested. A possible direction for my dissertation would be to design a short series of group singing sessions around the booklet's principles, gathering feedback through interviews or journals. This would begin to address the gap identified throughout this study: the lack of research on how mindfulness and playfulness interact in vocal learning. I would also like to explore more carefully the transition between mindful stillness and active singing–the moment where, in my experience, vocal ease tends to be lost. Finding practical strategies to bridge that transition remains the most pressing question from this study. However, this study has already begun to influence my practice as I now approach lessons with a clearer awareness of when to invite stillness and when to encourage play. Whether this translates into measurable improvements in student outcomes remains to be seen. Finally, this project has clarified my direction as a teacher and as a practice-as-researcher: toward continuing to build a practice grounded in attention, curiosity, and the belief that the voice is best discovered through presence rather than pressure. 
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