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Ethical guidance and strategies for female adolescent singing students experiencing voice change 

Introduction 

The biological definition for adolescence refers specifically to the period of development between the onset of puberty and maturity (Hall, 2009). Although there are some exceptions, female adolescent singers between the ages of 8-21 will most likely experience some changes to their voice (Caldretti, 2017), such as, discomfort while singing, decreased range capabilities and more frequent voice breaks, throughout the course of puberty (Gackle, 1991). The human body undergoes many physiological changes during adolescence as it develops from a child to an adult. One of the more obvious changes that is thought to occur, is in the development of the voice (Haston and Ford, 2007). As a vocal coach, I work predominately with this particular cohort, therefore I am using this module to improve my skill set in order to support my students through this period. 

Rationale 

Voice teachers are at the forefront of this topic, although we are not healthcare professionals, we do have first-hand experience of working with students as their voices develop and coupled with a solid understanding of the female adolescent voice change, are often the first contact point for any singers’ concerns. I will be creating a literature review to investigate the most effective way in which I, as a vocal coach, can help to guide and educate my students throughout their development in a supportive and ethical way. In order to have a clear understanding as to how I can assist my students, I will endeavour to create an ethical pathway with the goal to “do no harm” to my students, their voices and their wellbeing (Hammett & Jackson & Bramley, 2022). I would seek to understand the biological and physiological reasons for hormone changes to inform my practice.

An ethical teaching strategy addresses the needs of the students without imposing any unfair restrictions or constraints. An ethical approach aims to give a structured account of our judgments about behaviour, from the standpoint of right or wrong (Dewey & Tufts, 2012). It is therefore important that voice teachers understand how to support the student and assist the development of their voice at every stage so that singers are comfortable during the transition rather than confused and anxious (Judd 2023). In order to do this, my aim is to create a narrative literature review because this approach will generate a comprehensive, critical analysis of the published research on this topic, which will then allow me to create a theoretical framework for my paper, consider the trends that emerge and identify gaps in the research (Mauer & Venecek, 2021). 

Due to the majority of my students being females between the ages of 8-21, it is crucial to expand my knowledge on the topic of female voice change in order to support and empower my students, consequently the most important area for me to research is the age range in which adolescent voice change occurs. Females typically begin puberty at around age 10 and complete it by age 17 (Vigil, 2015). For this reason, the age range I will be focusing on is young females aged 8–16 years old. It is important for this study that I focus on subjects who are cisgender female, due to the specificity of the anatomical and hormonal differences. I aim to handle this ethically and in an inclusive manner in my teaching strategy, in order to ensure that my students feel valued, recognised and acknowledged and always held in high esteem. 


Aims

· To develop my knowledge base of the female voice change
· To find appropriate methods of guiding my adolescent female students through hormone changes in a safe and positive way 
· To stay within my boundaries and area of knowledge as a voice teacher 
· Consider ethical implications of focusing my research on cisgender females

Objectives

· Find up to date and recent research on my topic focusing on papers written between 2014 – 2024. I originally aimed to focus on papers within the last 5 years, however I extended this in order to consider whether there has been a change of opinion over time.
· Develop and implement a clear schedule when doing my research to improve my efficiency and reduce stress

Learning Outcomes

· By the end of the project, I will be able to design and implement a desk based research study about female adolescent voice change
· By the end of the project, I will have further developed my confidence in my critical writing 
· By the end of the project, I will have a deeper understanding of the female adolescent voice change and how I, as a vocal coach can use tools to help those singers who are affected 

If I meet these aims and learning outcomes, my confidence will have developed. Therefore, with this newfound confidence it will in turn improve my professionalism, self-belief about my own abilities and an understanding about the importance and value of what I do (Hennessy & Marlow & Alexander, 2021).  The wider implications are that it will also be useful for my students, it could also provide me with me a unique insight to assist and encourage new students, in addition, other singing teachers may find my research helpful for their own practices. 

Methodology 

It was important to address my methodological stance early on within this process, in order to help achieve my aims, objectives and learning outcomes. Having a firm methodological viewpoint also helps to streamline my research to find the most relevant and helpful studies. Methods are the “how” for building systematic knowledge (Patten & Newhart, 2018). 

An epistemological approach explores the reason why something exists rather than just knowing it does. Epistemology is the theory of knowledge, how we know what we know. Epistemology is often described as “a way of looking at the world and making sense of it” (Al-Ababneh, 2020). This is especially with regard to its methods, credibility, range and the contrast between justified opinion and belief. For example, “if a ‘real’ reality is assumed, then the posture of the knower must be one of objective detachment or value freedom in order to be able to discover ‘how things really work’ and ‘how things really are’” (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). The three epistemology positions are objectivism, constructionism, and subjectivism (Al-Ababneh, 2020). The position that aligns most with my theoretical stance is constructionism as it presents us with the theory that we come to know through our interactions rather than the objectivist viewpoint that is knowledge exists whether we are conscious of it or not and the subjectivist assumption that everyone has a different understanding of what we know. 

Looking into research philosophy has enabled me to develop my own belief system and paradigm. I found myself leaning towards a pragmatic approach to research, as I appreciate the malleable nature of pragmatism. In other words, pragmatism is the philosophy that encourages us to seek out the processes and do things that work best to help us achieve desirable ends. Pragmatism is also a practical way of approaching or assessing situations or problems (Sharma & Devi & Kumari, 2018). There are four forms of pragmatism, they are humanistic, experimental, nominalist and biological. I will be following the humanistic pragmatic approach as it is particularly found in social sciences. According to it, the satisfaction of human nature is the most valuable (Sharma & Devi & Kumari, 2018). It is also the approach which in my view is most relevant to the many different factors that arise when dealing with individual students with their own specific needs and requirements.

During my initial reading, it became clear that there are a limited number of qualitative studies that have been conducted on the adolescent female voice change (Baker, 2022). This is due to the fact that there is very little data altogether on this subject, but also it is difficult to quantify the effects of puberty on the voice, as it’s a personal experience that differs person to person. I aim to build on the limited current research data. To achieve this, I will be focusing on qualitative research, as it will evaluate the emotions and hormonal responses of singing, which is a personal experience and is not easily quantifiable. As Sweet (2015) suggests, qualitative data supports a researcher wanting to capture the personal experience of the female adolescent voice change, so that we can further understand its effects, rather than quantitative research which is statistic based. 

Gantt Chart 

Henry Laurence Gantt was a mechanical engineer and management consultant, and the Gantt chart is his contribution to modern Project Management (Griffin, Thomas & Mcmurtrey, 2022). The Gantt chart is frequently used to create production schedules, and over time it has been used as a tool for different kinds of workflow productivity. It is a bar chart that lists time intervals on the horizontal axis and tasks and workers on the vertical axis (Shibuya & Chen, 2021). At the start of this research study, I made the Gantt chart below as a way to organise my time and to help me plan the order in which I will complete tasks. Gantt charts help to boost productivity and are also a good source of motivation and are helpful for setting realistic deadlines (Sharp & Hurley, 2024). 
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Figure 1 GANTT CHART

Preliminary Literature Review 

For my literature review, one of the first decisions I needed to make, was which type of literature review suited my research study. There are four kinds of literature review, narrative, systematic, meta-analysis and scoping. I decided to do a narrative literature review as this can address one or more questions, and the selection criteria for inclusion of the articles may not be specified explicitly. The subjectivity of the selected studies is the main weakness of narrative literature reviews, which can then lead to bias (Ferrari, 2015). For my narrative literature review I want to aim to keep my information as up to date as possible, so I have therefore been predominantly concentrating upon reading studies that have been written in the last 10 years. However, in the event that some groundbreaking work was produced prior to the ten-year mark this will also be included as it is still relevant today. A literature review provides the reader with an overview of the existing research about
Your chosen topic and provides the necessary context for your reader to appreciate the value of your contribution (Mauer, Venecek, 2021).

For my main assignment I will be discussing the work of Lynne Gackle (1991), who stated that as teachers we are limited in our ability to observe all the physiological changes of adolescence. But, if we have a general knowledge of the sequence of adolescent development, we can better anticipate vocal growth in our students. Despite Gackle’s research being outside of the last ten years, it was undeniable that her work is still so relevant today as many other papers mention her findings.

I also will be discussing the work of Bridget Sweet (2015), as her phenomenological research into the experience of the adolescent voice change, from the perspective of young female choral students encapsulates the difficult nature of puberty for some young female singers and how we as vocal coaches can help to support them. Sweet (2015) also goes on to mention further questions that need to be answered on the subject which gave great insight into where I could take my research going forwards. Such as: 

“Are female singers aware of specific needs while experiencing voice change? If so, with which specific needs do they wish to have assistance during voice change?” 

Following on from this I will also be touching on Sweet’s (2019) study with Elizabeth Cassidy Parker which focuses on the lived experience of female adolescent singers experiencing voice change in which they also connect how for some young singers their voice is part of their personal identity and self-image. During this study some young singers admitted that when singing becomes difficult, they sometimes cope with that by forcing and straining their voices as they didn’t understand why their voice felt different (Morgan, 2023). 

A study by Judd (2023) expresses the importance of young singers’ knowledge about the adolescent voice change. She states that while participants of the research explained that they felt supported when they experienced voice change symptoms, they were not able to discuss voice change experience with much understanding of what it is or why it happens.

Whereas Baker (2022) states that while many do not recognise the adolescent female voice change, perhaps due to the fact that it is sometimes a subtle difference in some singers, its undeniable manifestation in the voices of other young female singers validates the necessity for further research on the subject.

The goal of my study will be to have a clear understanding of the adolescent female voice change and how I, as a vocal coach can in the future adapt my teaching strategy in order to guide my students through hormone changes. My research and reading is already very much underway with a focus on google scholar as the main source for my articles. With a focus on peer reviewed studies in order to keep my research credible (Tennant & Ross-Hellauer, 2020). Key search terms such as, ‘adolescent female hormone change’, ‘singing through puberty for girls’ and ‘young female singers’ have been used. Judging from my preliminary reading I am aware that there is a definite lack of research on this topic in comparison to the change in the male adolescent voice. 

Critical Review

I decided first of all upon my choice of research topic, that I needed to reflect upon my personal teaching practice and therefore determine how I, as a voice teacher, can improve my knowledge in order to help assist the growth of my students. I have previously researched music performance anxiety, as it is a common problem that I see in the voice studio. Since I began undertaking the research in this area, I have seen huge improvement in my knowledge and ability to support my students who are dealing with music performance anxiety. Due to the progression that I have seen in my teaching strategy from my previous research, I was excited at the prospect of researching the female voice change for the same reason. As personal growth is such an important part of both doing a master’s degree and being a voice teacher, critical reflection is crucial. 

Kolb 

Kolb’s learning cycle is often believed to be the most scholarly influential model regarding how people learn through experience (Kolb, 1984). Morris (2020) states that experiential theory places life experience as a central and necessary part of the learning process, in which “knowledge is created through the transformation of the experience” (Kolb, 2015). Kolb’s theory defines experiential learning in a theory of four stages. 

1. Concrete learning – Being involved in a new experience
2. Reflective observation – developing observations about one’s own experience and other’s experiences
3. Abstract conceptualism – creating theories to explain observations 
4. Active experimentation – Using theories to solve problems, and to help make decisions

A key issue when interpreting Kolb’s model concerns a lack of clarity regarding what constitutes a ‘concrete experience’ (Morris, 2020). 

Schön

Donald Schön was a deeply original thinker working on change, education, design and learning. He is best known for his work on the reflective practitioner, in which he formulated a new epistemology of practice founded on knowing, and reflection in action, a theory which has had considerable impact (Ramage, 2017). 

Gibbs

To assist me with the critical reflection I have kept a reflective journal so that I can look back at it and understand how my work was progressing and how I was feeling during this process. I will be using the Gibb’s Reflective Cycle to give my critical reflection more structure. Gibb’s reflective cycle offers a framework for examining experiences, and given its cyclic nature, it is particularly helpful for repeated experiences, allowing you to learn and plan from things that either went well or didn’t. It comprises of six stages that guide the process of reflection and focuses on learning from experiences (Markkanen Pihla, Välimäki Maritta, Anttila Minna, et al). Gibb’s (1988) 6 stages are:
· Description of the experience – What happened?
· Feelings and thoughts about the experience – How did you feel?
· Evaluation of the experience – What was good and bad about the experience?
· Analysis of the situation – What sense can you make of the situation
· Conclusion about what you learned and what you could have done differently – What else could you have done?
· Action plan for how you would deal with similar situations in the future, or general changes you might find appropriate – What will you do next time?
Description
This stage consists of a factual account of what happened during the process. This description should have an objective stance, and I should try to avoid recalling thoughts or feelings, or performing analysis as this comes later. 
When deciding upon my research question, I focused upon my knowledge as a vocal coach to try to identify gaps within that knowledge that I want to improve upon. This then led me to the female adolescent voice change, which is a topic that I would love to learn more about. I became aware fairly early on in my studies that there was a definite lack of research on the female adolescent voice change in comparison to the male equivalent, making this topic even more exciting to learn more about. Whilst I started out with fairly broad search terms, I found that the material was quite limited. However, after reading the work of Lynne Gackle (1991) and Bridget Sweet (2015) I found the information that I was looking for. Thanks to the work of Gackle and Sweet, I was able to narrow down my search terms in order to find further studies on the subject of the female adolescent voice change, presenting me with a more well-rounded viewpoint. 
I integrated the pomodoro technique into my research and writing time in order to help with my organisation and use of time. This really helped me as the short bursts helped my concentration. I also set myself a goal for each 25-minute burst so that my attention was focused on one part at a time. The Pomodoro technique is made up of short 5-minute breaks which follows each period of concentrated effort. The 25-minute periods help keep one fresh by boosting productivity in small chunks and optimising cognitive focus, while the 5-minute breaks are there to prevent cognitive depletion and burnout (Pedersen M, Muhr S, Dunne S, 2024). 
Feelings
In this section I should record the feelings and emotions I felt during my research. Aiming to make a truthful account of how I felt at each stage of the learning process. 
When I began my research, I was very nervous but also excited to learn more about my chosen subject. However, this then led to me feeling worried due to the lack of research on the female adolescent voice change in comparison to the male voice change, and this made me concerned that I wasn’t going to find enough information for my research. 
During my second tutorial my tutor decided it would be good practice to record our sessions as a way to help me remember the information that we had discussed. Once this study is over, I will be deleting all of these recordings. There have been a number of studies describing the benefits of recording lectures and tutorial sessions for student learning, some of those benefits include flexible learning (having access to learning materials at any time), multi-modal learning (providing learning resources in multiple formats), deeper learning (ability to evaluate and contextualise learning resources over time), as well as accessibility and practicality (Morris, Swinnerton & Coop, 2019).I have discovered that I doubt myself a lot and without something to refer back to I panic that I may be doing it incorrectly. So having this recording to go back to has made me feel a lot more relaxed and reassured. 

Along the way I have swung from one extreme to the next emotionally, from stressed, to determined, to hopeful, to hopeless. It has definitely been an emotional rollercoaster. Despite all this it is my intention that I will come away from this feeling more confident in myself as I have learnt a lot about myself and how I work, which I can now put into practice going forwards. 
Prior to my first tutorial I was feeling very apprehensive but when the session was over, I felt energised and with a strong understanding of what I needed to do going forward with my research. This has been a cycle that has repeated itself throughout my research as I have moments of self-belief and moments of complete self-doubt. 
Evaluation
Here the goal is to make value judgements on aspects of the experience that are positive and negative. My evaluations should be as objective as possible. 
What worked well?
The pomodoro technique really helped with my time management and concentration. This is something I would definitely use again going forward. I also, towards the end of my writing began writing down important information from the research that I have read in order to help me remember the contents of each paper 
What didn’t work well?
As I proceed, I plan to do all reading prior to starting my writing so that it doesn’t eat into my writing time. 
I had a goal to hand in my work earlier than the set date. However, due to a number of factors this was not going to be possible. I developed a more structured study and writing schedule as I have progressed and have been able to accommodate it around my teaching.  If I had known what times, places and situations work best for me when doing my work from the start I think I could have been much more productive. 
I have been reflecting on my GANTT chart and initial Timeline as I was slightly behind where I had originally aimed to be, due to wanting to delve further into my reading around the subject and also due to having a busy daily teaching schedule. 
Analysis
In the fourth stage I critically analyse the procedure using the information I collected in the previous section along with knowledge from other sources, such as theory, research and the perspectives of others. By bringing all the information together, I can begin to make sense of the process. 
I was aware going into this research that I had a lot going on in my personal life; I am currently in the process of buying my first house, running my business and dealing with my health issues, and I needed to be really strict with myself when it came to scheduling my time. 
Conclusion
Gibbs splits this section into general conclusions and specific conclusions. General conclusions are broad deductions that can be derived from the experience. Specific conclusions relate to our own personal experiences, practice and development. I will be aiming to cover both general and specific conclusions in this stage of my reflection. 
I think my main point I want to take away from this is I spent a lot of time doubting my ability to do the work. Every section came with its ups and downs. But the important point is that I have managed to complete it. 
I put together a timeline and a GANTT chart of this module to help me keep in control of my time keeping and organisation. This has been a vital source of order for me and has really helped with my time keeping. 
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Figure 2 Module Timeline
Action Plan
Lastly, I will be developing an action plan to address areas of my practice that I wish to develop, based on my findings from the reflective process. The action plan shall contain objectives and timescales.  
Reflecting back there are a couple of things that I could have executed differently in order to improve my learning that I would put into practice in my next module. A change that I would make next time is to record the sessions from the start so that I can watch it back when I am worried that I am doing something incorrectly. I would also do more preparation prior to my first session. I would have chosen my topic beforehand and done some very basic reading to enable me to be in a strong starting place as I found that I was still doing research almost until the end. 

Advantages and Disadvantages of Gibbs Reflective Cycle 

Advantages 

· Gibbs reflective cycle supports many other models of reflective practice
· It provides a structural approach to experience learning 
· It is a fairly simple model that is a good introduction for individuals that are new to self-reflection 

Disadvantages

· It was developed as a generalised approach to reflective practice within a teaching setting and so does not focus on specialised practice. However, as I am focusing on creating a teaching strategy, I believe Gibbs reflective cycle was the best model of critical reflection for my personal use. 





Written Assignment 

Ethical guidance and strategies for female adolescent singing students experiencing voice change 

Introduction

This paper aims to inform my practice, in order to assist in guiding adolescent singers through the female voice change in the future. Current research on this topic will be discussed in order to keep the information as up to date as possible. As a vocal coach working with predominately adolescent cisgender female students, it is very important for me to assist in improving the vocal education of my students to which hormone change is a huge factor. 

Throughout my research I have been interested in the suggested teaching tools for when working with a student going through puberty. By recognising the developmental stages of the female adolescent voice when they present themselves, the voice teacher can be better prepared to appropriately teach the individual student. An awareness of the delicate balance between the vocal folds and the growing surrounding muscles, as well as the student’s age, is imperative to ensuring that the developing voice stays healthy and matures correctly (Caldretti, 2017). 

Knowledge, consistency and persistence are three of the most important aspects of teaching singing to students, regardless of age or level of technique or ability (Gebhardt 2016). These three teaching tools are especially important for female adolescent singers who are going through hormonal changes as the knowledge helps them to understand what is happening and consistency and persistence creates a familiar pattern that gives them comfort, especially as these changes have wider implications for them than just the effect on their voice

Aims

My intention is to collate current facts, information and skills, in order to develop my understanding of the female voice change, that sometimes occur due to puberty. I aim to explore relevant methods of supporting young female students through hormone changes in a secure manner. My study intends to give thoughtful deliberation to the fact that my research will be focused specifically upon cisgender females, the intention here is not to exclude transgender individuals or non-binary students, given this it will be essential that I conform to a high standard of ethics. 

Singing Teacher Challenges

As a vocal coach, we must be able to change our approach to help support different student’s needs. Given the sometimes rapid and significant alterations in the vocal anatomy during the pubescent period, voice teacher must be able to adapt their teaching strategies to ease the student through this period of transition (Pecina 2017). It was at first assumed, for many years that the female voice did not change, but simply developed a new timbre (Campbell, 2016) however, current researchers show that this is not the case.

Even though my aim when researching for this study was to keep my research as up to date as possible, it became clear fairly early on that a lot of conclusions on this topic come from before the time scale, I set for myself. Therefore, the majority of my research will be set within the last 10 years with the exception of a couple of important standout researchers on this topic. One of whom is Lynne Gackle (1991), who stated that we as teachers are limited in our ability to observe all the physiological changes of adolescence, as we are not medical professionals and do not have the equipment or knowledge to. However, if we have a general knowledge of the sequence of adolescent development, we can better anticipate vocal growth in our young female singers.

Throughout her research she often talked about the early indications of the female voice change which was often described as the loss of ease in singing high tones as well as the feelings of "heavy, breathy, or rough" tone production (Gackle, 1991). This definition of the signs of early female voice change is also agreed on by other researchers (Sweet 2015 & Sale 2022). While for other researchers the early signs of the female adolescent voice change are defined as difficulty or discomfort while singing and difficulty achieving volume, they do also agree that there is a breathy upper register (Haston & Ford, 2007). 

Gackle (1985) performed a longitudinal study of the nature and qualities of the adolescent female voice. She then categorised her observations and developed a guide to the adolescent female voice change, which is upheld as an important and original contribution to the research on the developing voice (see Appendix A). 

Gackle’s characteristic stages of development in the adolescent female voice:


	Stages
	Voice Description
	Ability
	Problems

	Stage 1 (aged 9-11)
	A light, flute-like voice soprano quality
	Interval skips flexible voice 
	Limited dynamics

	Stage 2 – Level 1 
(aged 11-12)
	Breathy voice 

Difficulty producing sounds in chest voice
	
	feeling of having a sore throat

difficulty or discomfort singing

difficulty achieving volume

becoming hoarse after very little singing.


	Stage 2 – Level 2 
(aged 12-13)
	breathy, husky speaking voice
	can sing more easily in their lower register
	may experience hoarseness

voice cracking

discomfort

lack of clarity in tone.

	Stage 3 – Level 1 
(aged 13-14)
	Voice is clear and pure
	we see the clarity of the voice return

no substantial breathiness
	Quality is still not full and resonant  

	Stage 3 – Level 2 
(aged 14-15)
	a full-bodied richness in the tone

ease in the singing voice as it matures

	Vibrato may appear 

increased volume, resonance, and agility. 

	


Figure 3 Table of the Stages of Gackle (Gackle 1985)
As we can see from figure 3, Gackle (1985) identified ages 12 – 13 as the “critical time” in which range and ability fluctuate and students are more likely to experience more discomfort, and voice cracking while singing. During this time, I need to be aware of not labelling the student as an alto. Sweet (2015) also stated that we need to be aware of not labelling female singers who are experiencing voice change. However, Sale (2022) stated that we can still label the singer, however we need to explain to them that this part placement was likely only temporary and that we need to work on an individual basis. 

The ages, supplied by Gackle (1985), for each category are a general guideline based on her experience of working with adolescent females so should not be taken as fact. This research distinguished Gackle as a leading expert on the adolescent female changing voice (Sweet, 2015), making her still relevant today. It is clear to me that knowledge of, and with accessibility to current research allows voice educators to support females through voice change. This needs to be placed as a focus within singing education (Judd 2023).

Campbell (2016) suggested some music educators are largely unfamiliar with the tools to assist students through the female adolescent voice change. Due to the fact that singing is personal and delicate, negative repercussions occur when young singers lack the knowledge and tools to help them through this time (Campbell, 2016). This information shows the importance of voice teachers being knowledgeable about the female adolescent voice change in order to protect our students from any unnecessary negative experiences.  

Impact on the Female Adolescent Voice 

There is often a lot of pressure put on young female singers to belt; sometimes this is felt as a social or peer pressure, and other times these young students are influenced by the music they listen to, to belt before they are ready. It is strongly believed that belting should not be attempted until the middle voice is intact. Melissa Caldretti states that, if a young female student has a break in her voice from her chest up to her upper register, then we should work on nothing but her upper range for a period of time to build up their strength in the head voice (Caldretti, 2017). As it is important to remember that young voices are in progress, and in order to ensure longevity, the aim should be to create beauty of tone, not power (Skelton, 2007).

Throughout my research it was stated that subtle changes in vocal function during female adolescence are often sensed by skilled voice users, but they often don’t make the link between puberty and this change in their voice (Baker 2022). Suggesting that unless made aware of the fact that puberty can have an effect on the female voice, this change can often go unnoticed, because even when aware that there has been a change to the voice there is little to no explanation as to why this is happening to them. This can often lead to the singer losing their confidence in their singing ability because of the vocal unpredictability, and transition difficulties between registers (Sweet, 2015). In some instances, singing voice complaints presented by the young female voice user may go undiagnosed until their severity progresses (Baker 2022).

Development of the Female Adolescent Voice 

The development of the voice is one of the most noticeable changes students experience during adolescence (Haston, 2007). A common concern among researchers is the fear that a negative experience with singing during adolescence can cause a young singer to stop singing altogether. As a vocal coach I have a unique opportunity to connect with adolescents and gently guide and support them into the next phase of their subsequent development. Following this research, I aim to create a teaching strategy which consists of the methods, techniques and processes that a teacher uses during a lesson. My teaching strategy will consist of tools, techniques and information to help guide female adolescent students through this time safely and happily.  

When it comes to the defining features of the voice change there are an array of various changes to be aware of. Researchers of female voice change generally agree on Gackle’s (1991) characteristic physiological symptoms of female voice change:

• Lowering of the mean speaking fundamental frequency
• Increased breathiness and huskiness of tone
• More-frequent incidences of voice cracking or breaking
• Noticeable register breaks or transition points within the singing range
• Decreased and inconsistent range capabilities 
• Insecurity of pitch, causing intonation problems
• Noticeable changes in tone quality
• Discomfort when singing or frequent difficulty initiating phonation 

Voice quality is believed to be the easiest criteria to observe and assess. Breathy and husky vocal quality is familiar and generally associated with adolescence (Gackle, 2011). As the child and adolescent body changes, so too does the larynx and other relevant tissues, which continue to develop into adulthood (Gebhardt 2016). These changes to the voice can be very disconcerting for young singers. Growth in vocal-fold, laryngeal, and vocal tract structure and dimensions during puberty and adolescence manifest in perceivable changes in acoustic characteristics (Baker 2022). Thes may present as undesirable, inefficient, or even unhealthy. Generally, there is a recognition of the breathy, thin, and often colourless adolescent girl's voice (Gackle, 1991).

Physiological Impacts of Female Adolescent Voice Change

Negative emotions such as frustration, fear, and insecurity to be promoted by adolescent voice change (Sweet, 2018). For singers, not feeling in control of their own voice, and not sounding their best can be a very difficult time for them. The link between identity and vocal function is intertwined in a manner that, were a perceived complaint to be dismissed by healthcare professionals or go unverified by instrumental measures that are not fit for purpose, self-doubt and shame may inhibit the pursual of treatment until it is too late when the damage is done (Baker 2022). Due to this, students may begin to feel anxious and lacking in confidence when it comes to singing in any form, leading to a lack of motivation and frustration with their vocal ability, which can lead to a fear of failure (Paul, Juncos & Winter, 2024). Being on top of student care is especially important during this time as remaining vigilant by paying close attention to their mental wellbeing, is crucial to stop them from losing their love of singing.

One of the primary current researchers and lecturers on the topic of the adolescent female voice is Bridget Sweet (2015) who published The Adolescent Female Changing Voice: A Phenomenological Investigation. In which she examined the measurable and emotional issues surrounding the vocal transformation of adolescent female singers. Through qualitative research, Sweet explored the process of vocal change in a select group of young females by conducting interviews and vocal evaluations with fourteen female choral
students over a period of six months. The focus of this study was phenomenological: the emphasis of the investigation was on students’ individual experiences regarding their own vocal development, and not on the occurrence of voice change itself (Caldretti, 2017).

Adolescence is a time when the human body experiences the physiological changes needed to mature from a child to an adult (Haston, 2007). One of the changes experienced by pubescent females is to their voice, however this was a fact that until recently wasn’t widely recognised. As a result of the fact that, the vocal folds of the female adolescent increase in size approximately 3-4 mm, while the vocal folds of the male adolescent increase up to 1 cm (Gackle, 1991). The male voice change is not only more highly researched and understood it is also a more noticeable change. This is because female adolescent voices only drop one-third compared to the more drastic male voice drop of an octave (Judd 2023). Which as a result of the increase in size of the vocal organs causes a general lowering in range capabilities (Gackle 1991). The anatomical changes of the vocal apparatus during adolescence include development of the thyroid cartilage, development of the larynx, expanded lung capacity, and lengthening/thickening of the vocal folds (Gackle, 1991). 

One of the primary current researchers and lecturers on the topic of the adolescent female voice is Bridget Sweet who in 2015 published The Adolescent Female Changing Voice: A Phenomenological Investigation. In which she examined the measurable and emotional issues surrounding the vocal transformation of adolescent female singers. Through qualitative research, Sweet explored the process of vocal change in a select group of young females by conducting interviews and vocal evaluations with fourteen females choral
students over a period of six months. The focus of this study was phenomenological: the emphasis of the investigation was on students’ individual experiences regarding their own vocal development, and not on the occurrence of voice change itself (Caldretti, 2017).

Ethical Considerations 

There are a number of ethical considerations that I would place in order to put my future teaching strategy into practice. This is to make sure that I am being considerate to other people’s feelings, as well as handling the topic with care. 

As my research is specifically concentrating upon exploring the cisgender female adolescent voice change, students who don’t fit into the category may feel excluded so I will need to handle this with care. A plan to research the voice change from a transgender voice change could help me to support more of my students through this change. However, when it comes to handling those who don’t align with a specific gender, I will need to create a teaching strategy that makes them feel seen and understood without linking them with their birth gender. 

Secondly, I am a voice teacher, not a medical expert, or health professional or trained counsellor. Also, the singing profession has no overseeing body. Due to this there is only so much I can do to help the effects of the female voice change without access to a medical expert in this field. However, I can be a support system and help to prepare my students, so they know what to expect during hormone changes and send them to a medical professional if necessary. Most voice teachers have had experiences singing in their younger years; therefore, most trained teachers are already fundamentally armed with the experiences of what it was like to sing as an adolescent, which only aids in our understanding of how to teach young voices (Caldretti, 2017).

Moreover, some researchers have theorised that progress during vocal development may stall under inaccurate feedback or misunderstanding of the developmental limitations of the singing voice. Conversely, positive vocal identities have followed when singers arise from family environments where music making is designed to encourage singing expertise. 

Adolescent singers have an interest in and benefit from an understanding of their physiological development, and their singing experience is enhanced if they can engage with parents about feelings around the experience (Sweet, 2018). Parental education about the results of such assessments and how to best mitigate vocal fatigue in their children can also be critical to injury prevention for female adolescent singers experiencing voice change. 

Female adolescents are subjected to an array of voice change symptoms, many of which are audible in their singing tone and beyond their control. Some can lead to discomfort and self-doubt, especially when the symptoms are unexplained, or singers feel alone in the experience (Sweet & Parker, 2019). Parents significantly influence singer motivation, and indeed, the involvement of parents predicts singer participation in the performing arts. Thus, advising parents about voice change characteristics and inherent challenges could positively affect parental perceptions of the developing singing voices of their child. Further, parents may be more likely to actively encourage and engage with singers about the process while advocating for healthy voice use (Sale, 2022). 

For this reason, I plan on gaining the parents’ permission in order to talk to my adolescent students about possible changes to their voices during this time. With a knowledge and understanding of why and how this change affects their voice could release some of the self-doubt that is often felt by female adolescents going through this time. If they refuse, I could then create a pamphlet to send to the parents that they could, in turn share with their child as appropriate. 

Strategies to Support Female Singers Experiencing Adolescent Voice Change 

Sirens

A vocal siren is an exercise to improve vocal range, help to smooth vocal transitions and also helps to identify any breaks a singer might experience between vocal registers (Joscelyne-May, Madill, Thorpe, et al, 2015). Sirens are known to allow for a smoother transition through the singer’s range. A focus on open, released sensations in the neck, sirening may encourage a smooth cricothyroid manoeuvre (Baker 2022). Sirens will provide a safe way for students experiencing voice change to smooth out their breaks and also safely push their range in a controlled manner. 

There are a few other tools thought to help voice teachers support their young female students during puberty. For example, it is thought that providing repertoire within a vocal range of approximately C4 – E5, avoiding dynamic extremes and pieces with long sustained phrases, as well as encouraging the use of acappella singing and the speech-singing voice (Trollinger 2007). Music education is ultimately responsible for breaking through these barriers that can only be achieved through developing a curriculum that takes account of relevant research, and supports teachers in selecting appropriate repertoire (Orton, Pitts, 2019). 

Group Singing 

Some researchers believe in the importance of group singing for adolescents as there are numerous benefits that are intrinsically linked with this activity. These benefits occur on personal, social and musical levels and are so numerous that every adolescent should have the opportunity to enjoy them (Orton, Pitts, 2019). However, this training needs to incorporate understanding of the anatomical changes that girls are undergoing and the implications of these, and also make teachers aware of the perceptions adolescents have towards singing (Orton, Pitts, 2019). Despite this, my practice is working with students on a one to one basis, therefore this isn’t something I can currently integrate into my teaching strategy. However, I could advise my students to get involved in a local or school choir. 

Mindfulness Techniques  

I could take some inspiration from the Alexander Technique, which is a method created to encourage wellbeing as a result of focusing on awareness and posture habits in order to reduce exertion and tension (Elder 2020). Vocalists can use this mindfulness technique to improve all aspects of singing, including tone, skill and airflow. 

However, some believe that the Alexander Technique should only be used by licensed professionals as it combines verbal instructions with hands-on guidance (Klein, Bayard, Wolf, 2014). However, Klein, Bayard and Wolf (2014), do go on to suggest that due to the fact that singers report that mindfulness often enables them to move and breathe more easily, which in turn helps them to improve their quality of singing, suggests that it may still be an avenue that I could suggest for my students to help to reduce any negative effects of the female adolescent voice change. 

SOVTE

Semi-occluded vocal tract exercises (SOVTE) are any exercise in which the vocal tract is made partially closed at or near the lips is considered an SOVTE. Humming, lip trills, tongue trills and the use of a vocal straw to improve the functionality of singing. Since many SOVTEs mute the sound, they can also help singers be less self-critical as the filtered sound allows students to hear their voice without the potential of their own unconscious bias (Pinto, Hijleh, 2021). As SOVTE is a commonly used tool by voice teacher including myself, this is something I could definitely introduce earlier to my student to help them navigate through the female adolescent voice change. 

Conclusion 

The aim of this paper was to discover a greater understanding of the female adolescent voice change with an aim to put together a teaching strategy to help my students who may experience changes to their voice, cope with this sometimes traumatic time in the future. The result of which could be a better understanding of psychological repercussions of voice change, coupled with positive support from voice educators could turn what might have been a frustrating experience of isolation into a positive experience of growth and learning (Judd 2023).

Voice teachers must be aware of vocal function and development to guide students effectively and compassionately towards efficient, healthy, and enjoyable voice use. This is particularly true for teachers working with adolescent singers, for whom hormonal fluctuations and physiological growth often means vocal uncertainty. This can be particularly unsettling for those students who consider themselves proficient singing-voice users (Baker 2022). The loss of control of your voice as a singer can be really distressing, as without the knowledge to understand why it’s happening it can feel as though you are doing something wrong. Since all adults have experienced puberty personally, our students are better served when we are patient with their awkwardness, supportive of their sensitive natures, and empathic with them (Friddle, 2005).

Knowing the signs of the adolescent voice change is crucial in supporting singers though this time with an understanding of what is happening and why. Changes such as decreased vocal efficiency, loss of the highest notes in the voice, vocal fatigue, slight hoarseness, and some muffling of the voice. An understanding of these changes is important so that voice educators can teach more effectively (Guerreiro, 2011).

The potential impact of this research in the future is that my students will have a greater understanding of their voice, thanks to this knowledge I have learnt during my research. The goal is to create a supportive environment based on knowledge and kindness which may help with this often difficult time for singers. The impact of my research is already apparent as I have already began preparing information leaflets for students so that the parents can then help keep the discussion open about this time of change for young females. I believe with more understanding of what is happening to young female singers’ voices during this time of change, it will hopefully reduce some of the self-deprecation and upset that this time can bring. The voice change experienced by adolescent females was once considered fairly insignificant, a non-disruptive part of vocal maturation (Hall, 2009).

In the future, I would like to conduct a study looking into the changing voice of transgender and non-binary individuals, as this could further improve my practice as I will have the knowledge to care for all students that I see in my practice. From this I could put together a teaching strategy containing tools and information that can assist all students during the adolescent voice change. 
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Appendix A


	Stage
	Age
	Characteristics
	Important Notes

	I
	9-11
	Pure, flute-like quality, pure
head voice quality
	At ages 8-10, girls and boys
have nearly the same vocal
colour and quality.

	II
	Level 1 – 
11-12
	The voice tends to be breathy
due to the mutational chink,
hoarseness, sore throats,
incomplete phonation in the
passagio
	Depending on other physical
changes, this may not occur
until 12 or 13

	
	Level 2 – 
12-13
	Range narrows
	It is crucial to listen to the voice at least 2 or 3 times in
this 4-to-6-month period. Voices may change in this
short time.

	III
	Level 1 – 
13-14
	Clarity comes back into the
sound, no major breathiness
	Work range in both
Directions

	
	Level 2 – 
14-15
	Fuller and richer tone, vibrato
may begin to enter
	


Information from Lynne Gackle’s “Characteristic Stages of Development in the Adolescent Female Voice” from “The Young Adolescent Female Voice (Ages 11-15): Classification, Placement, and Development of Tone” (1985).
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