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A person-centred approach in the singing studio for autistic musical theatre students between the ages of 18-25: implications for sensory, auditory processing and communication.

Component 1: Portfolio
Brief Description of the Artefact
This project will lead to the development of an artefact to address the needs of autistic singing students in the voice studio.  In the context of practice as research (PaR), an artefact is a product that can be used by the researcher to answer a research question by ‘collecting and preserving information and understanding’ (Mäkelä, 2007, p.157).  By exploring and synthesising the evidence base into a framework, it is hoped that this praxis-based project leads to the development a learning environment that allows the autistic singing student to be able to achieve of their best.

The artefact will be primarily directed towards the singing teacher working with first-year singing students within a conservatoire setting.  Whilst my focus is on the training of musical theatre singers, it is hoped that the guidelines may be beneficial for all genres and for those working in private practice.  It will be grounded in evidence-based strategies which will be gleamed from the extant literature pertaining to educational practice in the field of autism and vocal pedagogy.

The guidelines will be focused on developing an environment that is conducive to the autistic singer by providing guidance to ameliorate the sensory and communication differences experienced by autistic people (NHS, 2025; NIMH. 2024).  Difficulties with communication are a central feature of autism spectrum disorders and many suffer from co-morbid conditions, such as anxiety (Rodgers, 2020; Cascio et al. 2020).  To mitigate the potential causes of anxiety may enable the singing student to cope with these sensory issues (Gillott and Standen, 2007).  It is envisaged that the guidelines will provide a clear structure for communicating with the student, from the point of first contact, and managing the sensory environment.

Rationale
This project fulfils both a professional and a personal need to advocate for the autistic singer. This need stems from my experience as a parent of autistic adults who both work within the performing arts, and introspection on having recently diagnosed as being autistic myself.  In my roles as a singing teacher within a conservatoire and in private practice, I now teach many autistic students and wish to provide them with the best possible training.   However, according to von Below, Spaeth and Horlin (2021), lecturers in Higher Education expressed a disparity between their knowledge and its application.  In this context, to develop the artefact is important to ensure that those values that I espouse (Bolton and Delderfield, 2018) become practical solutions for the voice studio.

Whilst my students have attained a standard that is appropriate to begin conservatoire training, according to Barack (2012), musically untrained autistic children demonstrated greater ability in pitch discrimination and memorisation of melody than their neurotypical peers, yet these skills often remain undeveloped (Heaton, 2009).  In the context of professional musical theatre, where rehearsal periods are often only between four to six weeks (Wilmott, 2015), the acquisition and retention of vocal lines and detail is of importance.  To create an environment where autistic singer can develop these skills could be advantageous to both the students and the profession.

The artefact aims to provide information to dispel misconceptions about autism.  Milton (2012, p.1) states that ‘autism has variously been described as everything from an evil spirit that robs parents of their children, to a fundamental asset to human evolution as a person with a differing style of thinking’.  Personal experience, while anecdotal, suggests that educators do sometimes make negative comments, however, it is important to note that some practitioners feel that there is a paucity of training in the management of special educational needs and disabilities (SEND) issues (Ravet, 2011).  By developing guidance for the singing teacher to support them in their practice, it is envisaged that such negative perceptions may be addressed.  This may have positive outcomes for the institution or voice studio, as autistic people are likely covered by the Equality Act 2010, (UK Government Equalities Office, 2010).  HE providers and private studios who do not adapt to the needs of their students may leave their organisation vulnerable to claims of discrimination.

Renowned choreographer and director, Susan Stroman (2024), attributes the uniqueness of musical theatre to the collaborative nature of the art form.  However, autistic people, by definition, present with impairments in social interaction and communication, as well as demonstrating rigidity of thought (Milton, 2012).  It is a pervasive and lifelong condition that provides the individual with sensory difficulties and a degree of intellectual impairment (Lord et al., 2020).   Given that singing is an activity that is sensory for both singer and listener, the question of how to assist the student in managing such difficulties is central to their vocal and, potentially, to their career development.  This project aims to examine the literature to discover what could constitute best practice and, perhaps more importantly for this demographic of student, to provide practical solutions to help them succeed.

Aims
By the end of this project, I aim to:
· Develop knowledge of autism in relation, both in general and in relation to singing.
· Develop an understanding of best practice in the teaching of autistic students.
· Develop evidence-based solutions for studio practice.
· To use this project as an intermediate step in developing my professional profile in the field of teaching of autistic singers.

Objectives
By the end of this project, I aim to:
· Develop a set of guidelines for the teaching of autistic students that addresses sensory and communication needs.
· Use the guidelines to plan for the development of an autistic-friendly learning environment in my private studio.
· Use the guidelines to enable to me meet the criteria for an Autistic Accreditation award, awarded by the National Autistic Society.

Theoretical Influences
This focus of this project is to promote accessibility in the voice studio and a consideration of language is central to this.  There is an important distinction to be made between identify-first language, where the person describes themselves as an autistic person and considers that autism is a lens through which the world is perceived, and person-first, or a person with autism, suggests that the individual is more than just their autism (Vivanti, 2019).  Vivanti (2019, p.691) highlights that this debate has real-world consequences for autistic people, influencing ‘societal perceptions, public policy, clinical practice and research practice’.  This focus on practice is pertinent for the singing teacher who aims to develop an autistic-friendly studio.

A change of perception may yield positive results in the voice studio.  Although focused on dyscalculia, Lewis and Lynn (2019, p.3) asserted that the difficulties that the subject of their study experienced were due to structural barriers and in accessibility of strategies rather than any deficit of the student, which was borne out in the eventual graduation of the subject when strategies were implemented.  This is highly pertinent to vocal pedagogy, as it moves the focus of disability to the inaccessibility of strategies, which may be addressed in the voice studio.

To develop appropriate strategies, the singing teacher needs to know how autism spectrum disorder may affect the student.  The National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH) website (2024), part of the United States government, defines autism spectrum disorder as ‘a neurological and developmental disorder that affects how people interact with others, communicate, learn, and behave’.  This definition highlights that autistic student may need different strategies in the voice studio.  This area is likely to be complex, as spectrum disorders can vary both in severity and range of sensory differences that students may experience (NIMH, 2024).

The singing teacher working with autistic adult needs to be aware that anxiety can render the student less able to cope with sensory input (Gillott and Standen, 2007). However, Riedelbauch et al. (2024, p.571) suggest that sensory input and ‘an intolerance of uncertainty’ are among some of the potential triggers for anxiety.  To understand how these may present in the autistic singer is essential in developing the tools necessary to promote student development.

Shore’s (2004) article on sensory perception, whilst an older publication, is pertinent for his contribution as an autistic author and for introducing the concept of ‘sensory violations’ across the five external senses (hearing, sight, taste, smell, and touch) and internal senses, such as vestibular and proprioception.  Indicative triggers, such as the presence of fluorescent lights (Shore, 2004, p.19), may be useful starting points for considering sensory violations that may occur within the voice studio.  The inclusion of proprioception and vestibular senses, which affect balance and the positions of body parts in space (Shore, 2021) may have implications for the singing teacher who is working on postural alignment, as the student may need strategies to mitigate impaired sensory feedback.

Best Practice Influences
Best practice refers to a ‘a working method or set of working methods that is officially accepted as being the best to use in a particular business or industry, usually described formally and in detail’ (Cambridge English Dictionary Online, 2024).  In the context of vocal pedagogy, this will require a consideration of best practice across several disciplines, including vocal pedagogy, and management of autism spectrum disorders.  To understand other frameworks or guidelines may reveal themes that are salient to the training of autistic singers.

Equity’s (2021) framework aims to engage with industry stakeholders, such as casting directors and drama schools, to elucidate and ameliorate barriers to participation for autistic creatives.  Equity’s role as a trade union for the performing arts is important, given its role in industrial relations.  It’s author, JJ Green, himself an autistic creative, was instrumental in the framework’s development and the perspectives of autistic creatives are featured throughout the document.  This is an important feature, as Beadle et al. (2013, p.44) state that autistic people are best placed to ‘illustrate how autism affects many areas of the daily lives and give insights into the strategies that help’.

While not focused specifically on the needs of autistic singers, a thematic analysis (Appendix A) of the Equity guidelines (2021) revealed several themes that are of relevance for studio practice: communication, motor skills; access; preparation for industry; fear of stigma, the benefits that ASD creatives can bring; and equity. first theme that was revealed was in the participatory benefits of autistic creatives in the performing arts, highlighting that autistic people can bring creative and ingenuity to the process (Equity,). The performing arts can act as a medium for autistic people to communicate their experiences with neurotypical people, with both groups sharing a common purpose for engaging in them.  The question of why such a case needs to be made for the inclusion of autistic people is indicative of the difficulties that autistic people face in the workplace more generally, with only approximately three in ten autistic people in work (Buckland, 2024).  This project, therefore, needs to advocate for the training and employment of autistic singers.

A commonly held fear amongst autistic creatives is that revealing an autism diagnosis may affect employability (Equity, 2021), a fear is also reflected in the white literature pertaining to the higher education experiences of autistic students (MacLeod et al., 2017; Van Hees et al., 2015). For the singing teacher to be unaware of the needs of the student is A current issue in Higher Education surrounds the issue of addressing the needs of students who don’t reveal or yet have a diagnosis of a disability, following a recent judgement against Bristol University where a student in such circumstances committed suicide (Equality and Human Rights Commission, 2024).  To ensure that practitioners are aware of their responsibilities in the development of studio practices that create a safe space for students could be construed as best practice.

A second theme that emerged from the Equity framework is that of communication.  Whilst introspection suggested that use of language and expectations is essential to good teaching practice, this is especially important in the context of working with autistic creatives, where use of metaphor and abstraction may prove problematic (Equity, 2021).  

Methodological Influences
Choice of Paradigm
As I consider the methodological basis of this this project, I am aware that my perspective may have an influence on the way it is conducted.  The choice of paradigm is central to that, although there are several definitions of which the novice researcher should be aware (Morgan, 2007).

The term ‘paradigm’ is sometimes used synonymously with ‘worldview’, requiring the researcher to consider ‘the nature of the world, individual’s place in it, and the range of possible relationships to that world and its parts’ (Guba and Lincoln, 1994, p.108).  Questioning the nature of reality and relationships may be particularly important for myself as an autistic researcher, navigating the world through sensory input that I now understand to be a deviation from the norm.  This would seem to conflict with the ontological position of realism that form part of the positivist paradigm, which assumes a reality that exists independently of the researcher (Guba & Lincoln, 1994).  Whilst postposivitism recognises the flaws of human intellect in the apprehension of the topic under investigation (Guba and Lincoln, 1994), the perception of intractability of the phenomenon could be seen as unhelpful in the context of developing practice.  The relativist ontological position that is associated with constructivism would appear to lend itself to the understanding of autistic singers.  In constructivist ontology, there are a multitude of realities that are based in human experience (Guba and Lincoln, 1994).  Whilst this could be argued to be true of the population, autistic people, as the focus of this project, are highly heterogeneous in the presentation of their condition (NHS, 2024), hence the labelling of autism as a spectrum disorder or condition (Hughes, 2020; Young, 2018).

Morgan (2007, p.50) asserts that paradigms may include ‘beliefs about morals, values, and aesthetics’, which seemingly aligns with questions of what constitutes good singing and effective vocal training.  The prevalence of autism is currently estimated to be 1.1% of the population (NICE, 2025), which demonstrates that autistic people are a minority.  To develop a strategy to promote good singing in any minority group could be viewed as a moral imperative in the promotion of equanimity in vocal pedagogy, but to achieve this, a revelatory approach to the difficulties that autistic singers face in the voice studio would be an ethical course of action.

When considering my authorial voice within the research that will lead to the development of the artefact, I find myself unconvinced by the concept of the ‘disinterested scientist’ (Guba and Lincoln, 1994, p.112) as advocated by those proponents of a positivist worldview.  My own viewpoint, as a passionate member of the community in question and an autism advocate for my children and others, lends itself to a more constructivist paradigm with elements of critical theory.

The need for autistic voices to represent the interests of autistic people and to challenge the medicalisation of autism has resulted in the development of a neurodiversity paradigm (Hughes, 2020).  Neurodiversity, which covers a range of neurodevelopmental disorders, acknowledges the difficulties that individuals face because of their autism but ‘embraces the idea that each individual on the spectrum has a fundamental right to the supports that they need to become self-actualised rather than normalised’ (Young, 2020, p.3).  However, the neurodiversity paradigm has been subject to criticism by others from that community and is not universally adopted.  The idea of autism held by some autistic activists that autism is a ‘non-disorder’ (Hughes, 2020, p.3) is challenged by parents of autistic children who believe that this perspective undermines the challenges that autism can present, potentially undermining the case for support for those individuals most affected by their presentation.  For the researcher who is attempting to uncover the salient themes and best practice, this paradigm may be too political to develop research methodology, however it does highlight the need to ensure that autistic voices are present in the literature.

Epistemological stance
Epistemology refers to the nature of knowledge (Merriam and Tisdell, 2016, p.26).  Whitehead and McNiff (2006, p.23) state that ‘if you believe that the world and its inhabitants are ‘out there’, separate from you, you may regard knowledge as the same thing’, contrasting this with the individual who creates, evaluates, and improves knowledge through their interactions with others.  However, the use of ‘if’ introduces an element of supposition in these two positions, generating what could be perceived as a false dichotomy.  As somebody for whom literalism is a feature of their neurology, I am aware that people are literally separate from me, which I experience through the awkwardness of interactions and which, in turn, reinforces this sense of otherness.  It causes me to constantly evaluate my interactions, attempting to make sense of peoples’ behaviours and way of communicating’.  Whilst this would appear to suggest more of an affinity with the individual as knowledge creator model, in some contexts, knowledge may exist independently of my view of the world.

Scope of Practice and Ethics
This project is not a piece of primary research, and the lack of subjects for the project means that the need to apply for ethics committee approval (UK Research and Innovation, 2024) is negated, although it is noted that further research on the practical application of the guidelines will require the completion of an ethics form (University of Wales Trinity Saint David, 2022).   However, approaching the work from an ethical perspective is essential if the guidelines can enrich the educational experience of autistic singers.

The consideration of inclusion from an ethical perspective is essential as ‘when people are not included in research about things that concern them, it is hard to know if the results of a study apply to them’ (Cascio et al, 2020, p.5).  However, the potential vulnerability of some autistic people is a factor that may lead to coercion to participate in research projects (Cascio et al, 2020; Racine et al. 2019), making consideration of the selection of participants a must.  Whilst stakeholders within the research process may bring differing perspectives, with due weight being given to professional expertise, there is the need to recognise that this power dynamic can lead to the perception of exclusion and disenfranchisement in the community that the research is examining.

Insider Research
As an autistic practitioner who works with autistic students, I am aware that my role is that of insider-researcher (Bonner and Tolhurst, 2002; Green, 2007).  There are advantages to this, such as having access to students that I want to empower, as well as in establishing rapport (Bonner and Tolhurst, 2002).  However, if the guidelines are to be effective in developing pedagogical practice of people who don’t share this characteristic, how to communicate in a manner that elucidates good practice rather than excludes practitioners is of importance.  However, Milton (2012, p.2) raises the issue of ‘the double empathy problem- a disjuncture in reciprocity between two differently disposed social actors which becomes more marked the wider the disjuncture in dispositional perceptions of the lifeworld - perceived as a breach in the 'natural attitude' of what constitutes 'social reality' for ‘neurotypical’ people and yet an everyday and often traumatic experience for ‘autistic people’.

Cherry Picking
As an insider-researcher, I must also be aware that my experiences do not lead to ‘cherry-picking’, which Wolbring (2021, p.30) defines as choosing ‘from various valid options to suit oneself and that one ignores the bigger picture or what does does not suit oneself’.  Whilst Morse (2010) suggests that the first cause of cherry picking is laziness on the part of the researcher, experiences gained during previous modules suggests that it is more likely that my hyper focus on the micro may affect my consideration of the topic at the macro level.  An awareness of this potential threat to validity will be necessary, as well as ensuring that the scope of the literature search is broad enough to reveal salient themes yet narrow enough ensure depth of coverage saturation (Morse, 2010).
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Critical Reflection

Whilst originally using the Kolb (1984) reflective cycle, I felt that this was too complex when encountering the already complex topic of autism spectrum disorders in the voice studio.  I have therefore chosen to use Driscoll’s (2007) reflective model, consisting of the questions ‘what?’, ‘so what?’ and ‘now what?’.  This will permit me to accurately identify, discuss, and consider the potential for future developments in my academic and professional practice.

On Paradigms

What?

I chose to adopt constructivism as my preferred paradigm.

So What?

When considering my approach to the project, it was the quality of the educational experience of the autistic singer that was of the utmost concern, which indicated that a qualitative approach was needed.

The ontological nature of knowledge was highly relevant and the question of how I know that what I believe is accurate was pertinent, given my own sensory differences. In this context, the concept of ‘multiple constructions’ (Guba and Lincoln’s in Denzin and Lincoln, 1994, p.113) seemed pertinent given my awareness of the range of ways that autism can present, leading me towards adopting a constructivist approach towards the research.  However, this also called into question my authorial role within the framework.

Having read Nelson’s (2022) as part of my preparation to begin the project, I was aware that I would need to consider balancing insider and outsider research to inform the development of the artefact.  I appreciated the need for this, as I am currently re-evaluating my life experiences considering my own recent autism diagnosis and feared that this may affect my objectivity in the adoption of strategies.  However, there was also some internal conflict as I believed that my parental experience of musical theatre training gave me valuable insight into the difficulties that autistic singers may experience.

Now what?

In this project, I drew on the view of autistic students to guide my thinking by the means of white literature.  However, the nature of a desktop piece of research did not allow for collaboration.  The paradigm is useful for exploring autism-related issues, particularly for the autistic researcher, as it values opinion and experience that they may bring to the subject.

Conducting Research in an Underdeveloped Field

What?

Prior to beginning the project, I was aware that the heterogeneity of presentations of autism meant that a framework to address their needs would be complex.  To devise a framework to guide the singing teacher when working with autistic students would need to address the many presentations of autism, as well as the challenges that communication and social interaction present ().  To develop an evidence-based strategy was essential to mitigate own my experiences as an autistic person, however my preliminary research suggested that this would be more challenging than first anticipated.

So what?

The lack of white, or academic, literature was the first barrier that I encountered.  I was surprised to find that only two articles were published in the Journal of Singing, and none in the journal of The Independent Society of Musicians (ISM), given the knowledge that the increase of autistic diagnosis meant that it was likely that singing teachers would encounter such students in their professional practice.  Concerned that my search terms were inappropriate, I conducted a manual search of the ISM journal to confirm the absence of literature, as I was concerned that the results were accurate.  This raised questions on the viability of the project, the belief that these students deserve equity of provision led to my decision to proceed.

Introspection on the viability of the project centred on the issue of how to create an evidence-based framework with scant evidence from the field of vocal pedagogy.  The danger of not addressing this issue was highlighted by Morse (2010), who argues that thin data sets can lead to a cherry picking of material which has the potential to undermine the validity of the project.  However, as an autistic researcher conducting a piece of qualitative research, my own experiences and insider knowledge was essential in mitigating such a threat.

Whilst I found several pieces of grey literature, I was initially put off by the lack of peer review.  My own fixed mindset proved to be resistant to utilising these studies and this stymied my ability to consider these different ways of knowing.  The use of criteria to rate this literature was useful in mitigating this, but this could have occurred earlier in the process.

Now what?

The development of new pedagogical practice will require creative thinking to mitigate against the lack of voice studio-specific evidence.  My reticence to use grey literature proved to be unfounded when considering it against set criteria.  In my next assignment, I will utilise these resources more freely and earlier in the process.

What?

I needed to explore practical solutions if the framework was to move beyond the theoretical.  This required exploring interventions to address the communication and sensory needs of autistic students.

What?

Articulating areas of difficulty as part of the process of obtaining a diagnosis for my children, and subsequently for myself, provided insights into the areas that I would need to address in practice if autistic singers are to realise their full potential.  The question ‘so what exactly are autism interventions intervening with’ (Milton, 2014, p.) was answered by considering the dyad (formerly triad) of impairments found in the DSM-5TR (APA, 2022).  Whilst in the context of literature reviews, Wong (2015), however, stresses that the reviewer should consider that the choice and effectiveness of a review type is dependent on the audience that the project is meant for.  Considering the audience is likely to be the singing teacher seeking advice, it was therefore important that the choice of language was approachable.  So, whilst the factual basis of a diagnostic manual was appealing to way that I process information, there was a moment of realisation that my early attempts were likely too clinical for the interested singing teacher.

Milton’s (2011, p.3) assertion that difficulties in communication are ‘not a singular problem located in any one person’- the so-called ‘double empathy problem’, was an important concept when considering the framework is being designed by an autistic researcher and teacher.  An awareness of the potential to overshare, which is colloquially known as ‘info dumping’, was necessary to avoid the potential for disinterest in behalf of the neurotypical reader.  To achieve this, I chose to follow the advice of Spiers (2016p. 26) in relation to assisting autistic students ‘breaking assignments down into more manageable chunks’, utilising bullet points to achieve this.  The process of creating an interface between the neurodivergent and neurotypical practitioner led me to consider if the process of adjusting to the needs of the autistic student would lead to clearer teaching for all singing students.

The Universal Design for Learning Guidelines

What?

My deliberations led me to consider what had been successful within my own career, during which I have taught both autistic and neurotypical singers.

So what?

According to Buckland (2024), seven in ten autistic people are not employed, yet I have worked continuously, now working as a singing teacher in a UK conservatoire.  A possible answer appeared during the literature search, when I encountered the Universal Design for Learning Guidelines, or UDLG (Sanger and Shea, 2020).  Burgstehler (2009, p.2), the creator of the UDLG, advocates for ‘multiple, accessible, instructional methods that are acceptable learners’.  My own training was marred by anxiety in performance situations, yet no such problems occurred in teaching room either at college or in my teaching practice.  Understanding my aversion to strong light and controlling that was easier as a teacher than as a student.  The aim, therefore, is to create a studio that is adaptable to the varying needs of students.

Now What?

My new studio space has been designed to incorporate a screen and connection for the student’s phones (see Appendix B).  This will not be specifically for autistic students, as experience suggests that neurotypical students also experience alignment issues.  A study on the efficacy of this approach is a potential future direction for research.


Conclusion

To conclude, the process of designing the artefact has been challenging due to the diversity found within the autistic population.  Meeting these various needs is a challenge that could prove daunting to the singing teacher without the availability of accurate information and resources.  However, this challenge must be met if the singing teacher is to address the needs of these students.



Component 2: Written Assignment


Introduction

The purpose of this project has been to design an artefact to address an area of professional practice.  The artefact takes the form of guidance to address the sensory and communication needs of autistic singers in the voice studio.  Whilst there are books and courses that inform how and what the teacher delivers in the voice studio, such as Singing and the Actor for musical theatre (Kayes, 2004), and Singing and Teaching Singing (2024) for classical singing, these do not provide guidance on the environmental challenges autistic singers face when learning to sing.  This framework aims to address those challenges to develop an environment that is conducive to learning.

Overview of the Artefact

This framework aims to provide a resource that somebody who wants to develop their practice might turn to, addressing a gap in the published body of support materials already available.  The guidance begins with an introduction to the project.  The rationale for this is that the singing teacher may need some reassurance that seeking guidance to work successfully with autistic students in common amongst educators (von Below (2021).

Practical issues, such as the arrangements from beginning lessons, form the next component of the framework.  Using evidence gleaned from the literature, the framework is an example of a contact email form, which when deconstructed, provides the reader with evidence-based principles for future communications.  This is essential, as miscommunication can be a cause of anxiety and an exacerbation of sensory issues (NAS, 2024; Lawson, 2024), which could affect the autistic student’s ability to engage in the learning   Whilst effective communication is crucial, the teacher needs to be aware of other factors that may impinge on effective teaching.

The question of how the voice studio can be adapted to meet the sensory needs of the autistic singer is a key consideration.  Split-attention, caused by difficulties in processing multiple forms of sensory input need to be addressed, particularly given that sound and lighting are recognised triggers for sensory overload (Scott and Ne’eman, ; Vincent et al., 2016). However, touch can also be a sensory challenge for some autistic students.  To respect the needs of the student, non-tactile reasonable adjustments are suggested that utilise technology to provide real-time imaging, which may be useful in the self-monitoring of alignment (Appendix B).

Frameworks

Whilst Equity (2021) produced a framework for the performing arts (Appendix A), addressing many aspects relevant to the profession, it does not address the needs of the autistic singer in training.  Whilst organisations, such as the National Autistic Society (NAS, 2024) provide training opportunities for professionals, again, these do not address needs within the voice studio.  These are also often expensive for the institution and the individual teacher.  For the singing teacher who engages in evidence-based practice, the lack of articles (two, at the time of writing) in the Journal of Singing demonstrates the need for such a framework to develop practice.  According to Buckland (2024), only three in ten autistic people are in work.  Given the competitive nature of auditioning for employment as musical theatre performers, advocacy for these students is vital.

The Equity framework (Equity, 2021) is highly relevant to consider for UK singing teachers identifies issues that affect autistic people working in the entertainment and performing arts industry in its campaigning role (Equity, 2024), although it doesn’t specifically address the needs of singers.  The framework is notable for its drawing together many stakeholders, including autistic performers, casting directors, and agents.  An analysis of the framework revealed several themes and sub-themes (Appendix A), which included communication, access, fear, participatory benefits of autistic participation, and equality and equity.

Anxiety is a common experience is a common experience for autistic people, despite not being part of the diagnostic criteria (NAS, 2024).  To address potential anxiety triggers within their professional practice is likely to be conducive to a more successful student experience.  According to Riedelbauch’ et al. (2024, 575) is that ‘in general, interventions targeting several factors influencing anxiety in combination will potentially be more beneficial rather than targeting each factor in isolation’.  Riedelbauch et al.’s (2024) model may be a helpful model to explore, as it highlights several potential causes of anxiety in autistic adults (Figure 2).  In the context of the voice studio, to provide the student with a space where there is a degree of certainty, to minimise sensory issues by controlling parameters such as sound and light may be crucial in allowing focus on the singing.
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Figure 1 A model of the relationship between autism and anxiety (Riedelbauch et al., 2024, p.571).

Development and Adaptation of the Project

The scope of the project originally intended to consider the use of pedagogic instruction; however, this was dismissed due to the small scale of the project.  Having considered experiences gleaned from professional practice, the focus narrowed to attending to organisational issues and studio conditions, as changes in either of these have been the cause of anxiety and sensory issues for my students.  For example, one student was unable to tolerate the auditory feedback that was caused by the studio being covered in mirrors.  Removing such impediments to learning was viewed as being essential if the student is to be able to participate.

The earliest iterations of the artefact were based on the criteria of the DSM-5TR (APA, 2022 which was the diagnostic tool that that been used to confirm my diagnosis of autism.  It is perhaps understandable that a consideration of deficit was the default position, given that reflection can be ‘problem-centred’ (Shepherd, 2006), and that diagnosis has led a period of introspection on my own difficulties after receiving a diagnosis.  However, Sandland, MacLeod, and Hall (2023, p.17) argue that focusing on a ‘deficit-based support system’ does not allow for a consideration of the strengths that neurodiversity can bring.  In this instance, familiarity with the topic was viewed as potentially posing a risk to validity through my imposition of my experience as the ‘frame of reference (Yip, 2024, p.4).  However, whilst there were potential insider issues, the belief that autistic singers need advocacy was the primary concern and led to a change of perspective.

Lewis and Lynn’s (2018, p.15) assertion that ‘disability is in the accessibility of tools’ was the catalyst to a shift in emphasis to processes in the voice studio rather than in deficits of the singer.  For example, whilst soft touch was found to be beneficial in reducing postural sway in autistic children (Chen and Tsai, 2015), the use of touch for a student for whom touch can be painful means that this strategy would be inaccessible.  This information led to the development of strategies that used readily available technology, such as the use of phones to provide real-time visual feedback on the student’s alignment (Appendix B).

Methodical Rationale

As an autistic person, singing teacher, and parent of autistic adults (both of whom have trained and worked in the performing arts), I am both personally and professionally an insider to the topic of training autistic singers.  I have been influenced by Equity framework (Equity, 2021) which was authored by an autistic creative but includes the experiences other autistic people, an approach that Yip (2023) suggests is a reflexive way of mitigating the imposition of authorial subjectivity.  To counteract the potential for subjectivity, I have ensured that the views of autistic people have been considered in the research.  The inclusive of the experiences of autistic people as both participants and at the authorial level could be considered best practice, if considered from the perspective of research ethics (Cascio, 2020).   I am going to synthesise the theoretical and the practical knowledge within the theoretical to produce a set of guidelines so that the students can experience learning specific to the singing lessons, representing diversity, inclusion to the environment.  The impact might be that the teachers and student benefit from such an environment.

Aims and Objectives
Aims

By the end of this project, I aim to:

· Develop knowledge of autism in relation, both in general and in relation to singing.
· Develop an understanding of best practice in the teaching of autistic students.
· Develop evidence-based solutions for studio practice.
· To use this project as an intermediate step in developing my professional profile in the field of teaching of autistic singers.

Objectives

By the end of this project, I aim to:

· Develop a framework for the teaching of autistic students that addresses sensory and communication needs.
· Use the framework to plan for the development of an autistic-friendly learning environment in my private studio.
· Use the framework to enable to me meet the criteria for an Autistic Accreditation award, awarded by the National Autistic Society.

Know How

Nelson (2022), in the context of performance as research (PaR) states that ‘advanced students engaging in PaR bring to the praxis a baggage of prior educational experience and, typically, specialist training.  My ‘baggage’ consists of many years of working with autistic students in the voice studio, as an autism advocate, and as an autistic person.  I must consider my ‘inner commentaries and micronarratives’ (Nelson, 2022, p.52) to make explicit the tacit knowledge that the experiences and learning that have occurred in my professional practice as part of the process of developing a framework to inform pedagogical practice in singing.

Sharon (in Land, 2016) asserts that ‘a need is a necessity arising from a problem’.  A problem that can arise is that my need for low lighting can conflict with the needs the autist student, for which accommodations need to be mutually beneficial.  In practice, this has been addressed using alternative lighting, such as the use of a standard lamp for me, while the singer is lit separately.
Another way in which personal awareness of autism has informed professional practice is the contrasting sensory needs in relation to touch, with one of my children experiencing pain with unexpected contact (allodynia).  The Musicians’ Union (2024), whilst advising against physical contact in general, stress the importance of consent in the promotion of safe touch should it be necessary.  However, when working with the tactile-avoidant students, other strategies must be employed if the autistic singer is to develop physiologically appropriate physiological strategies.  Using the student’s phone to record the student singing from the side, for example, has permitted the student to view patterns of behaviour that would otherwise be invisible to them without the need for touch.  The inclusion of this technique in the artefact may be helpful in ensuring that the sensory boundaries of autistic students are respected.

Experience suggests that increased sensory issues can reflect heightened anxiety in the autistic student.  Change can be a cause of such anxiety, such as at the beginning of a new academic year, or when an existing college student transfers from another teacher.  Effective communication appears to be key and understanding that students may need different approaches is important if anxiety surrounding interactions is to be minimised.  Verbal feedback on current practices, such as sending a welcome email (Appendix B) that outlines what the student can expect has been positive for neurotypical and autistic students alike.  To include this in the framework and the principles behind it may empower the singing teacher to develop their own systems.

Know That
Introduction
In Nelson’s (2022) model of performance-as-research, academic knowledge interacts with experiential knowledge and critical reflection.  As a praxis-based framework, a consideration of theory, methodology, and best practice, is essential if subjectivity stemming from the experiential knowledge gained from my insider knowledge of autism is to be mitigated.

Know That Singing Teachers’ and Knowledge and Attitudes Towards Autism Influences Best Practice
The importance of quality training opportunities is key to developing inclusive practice and positive attitudes in education, however, the instrumental or singing teacher working in the music often has had little exposure to such training (Parkes, 2014).  The singing teacher in higher education may also experience such deficits in training, given the interviews in a qualitative study by von Bulow, Spaeth, and Horlin (2024) express a lack of availability, access to materials, and resistance from colleagues in implementing.  If considered in the context of the framework, it is important for those singing teachers who may feel insecure about working with autistic singers to understand that these feelings are part of a shared experience within the profession.

Know That Language Matters When Discussing Autism.

The first section of the framework aims to provide the singing teacher with accurate definition of autism spectrum disorder (ASD) to develop a better understanding of how it may affect the individual in the voice studio.   According to Joon, Kumar, and Parle (2021. p.1256), the origins of the word’ autism’ can be found in Greek, meaning ‘self-isolated or automatic movement’, reflecting that social situations can trigger self-isolation to avoid the difficulties that can arise.  This is clearly problematic for the singing teacher who is preparing the autistic student for a potential career in performance, however, these issues extend beyond the scope of music-making.  The National Autistic Society (2024), based in the UK, states that ‘autism is a lifelong development disability which affects how people communicate and interact with the world’.  The features of autism, which include ‘difficulty with communication’; ‘restricted interests and repetitive behaviours’; and ‘symptoms that affect their ability to function in school, work, and other areas of life’ (DSM-5TR, 2022, p.55) is important for professional practice as it is behaviours and they manifest in the voice studio that is most likely to affect training.   However, terminology can also affect the reader’s perception of autism on the part of the reader and needs to be considered.

The informed singing teacher needs to be aware that the language surrounding autistic identity is contentious in several respects.  One area of debate centres upon the use of person-first and identity-first language (Gretch, Keller and Olley, 2023).  Identity-first language, where autism is integral to the way in which the individual interprets the world (Coates, 2022), celebrates autism as a central feature of the individual’s personality, and is more favoured amongst the autistic community (Wooldridge, 2023).  However, person-first language prioritises the person over the condition, with the purpose of avoiding the potential for stigma, and is considered best practice when discussing defined disease or mental health disorders (Wooldridge, 20223).  Whilst a clear difference exists between these two positions, to use both perspectives may be a more pragmatic and respectful approach until the preference of the individual student is known.  

Autism is an umbrella term for several conditions that were previously categorised separately, including, perhaps most notably, Asperger’s Syndrome.  Hans Asperger’s reputation for working with autistic children has been harmed, following the revelation of his connection to the Nazi regime and the subsequent murder of autistic children, and has caused much controversy about the continued use of the term, (Czech, 2018; Leggett, 2020).  Whilst Asperger’s Syndrome has been subsumed as part of autism spectrum disorder, those who have already received the diagnosis retain that diagnosis (DSM-5TR, 2022: NHS, 2024), however, some individuals eschew the label ‘Asperger’s Syndrome’ completely, others prefer to still identify as such and this term is still widely used by education and medical professionals (Cravero, 2020; Coates, 2022; NHS, 2024). Given the historic sensitivity associated with the term, it is important respect the wishes of the student when addressing their needs.

The question of whether using condition or a disorder seemed pertinent, given my own diagnosis of autism spectrum condition, in contrast to the widespread description in the white literature of autism as a ‘neurodevelopmental disorder’ (Possorud et al., 2021; Mullen et al., 2013; Bizzell et al., 2019; Molly, Dietrich and Bhattaacharya, 2003; Thye et al., 2017).  Leatherland and Chown (2015, p.37) state that ‘it is important to highlight these definitions because of what they convey about organisational attitudes toward autism and the potential of these to influence reader perceptions and understanding’.  If following the medical model, the singing teacher may be led to believe that the challenges that the singer faces are internal, however there are other perspectives on autism that diverge that may affect the framing of the discussion.

A reaction against the medicalisation of autism is pertinent to the singing teacher’s developing understanding and could influence wording in the framework.  Proponents of the social model of disability suggest disability is a construct that stems from society’s inaction to include those with impairments (Union of of the Physically Impaired, 1976).  Oliver (2004), however argues that a weakness of the model stems from a lack of practical application, whilst merits and weaknesses of the model are debated.  The parallels between this and the devising of the framework to address studio practice are clear, Oliver’s criticisms are to be addressed: that the framework must address ‘physical, policy, practice, and attitudinal barriers’ (The Law Society, 2021, p.5) that affect student progression.  The adoption of the term ‘impairment’ in the framework could be considered best practice, considering its use in the Reasonable Adjustments Best Practice Report (The Law Society, 2021,) and the UK Equality Act 2010, but terminology of disorder and condition may be more flexibly used.  Adopting the approach of the National Autistic in recognising challenges rather than symptoms may be one to emulate (Leatherland and Chown, 2015).

The singing teacher needs to know that functioning labels, such as high or low functioning are subjective and are not based upon formal testing or diagnosis; they do not relate to how individuals feel that they cope with everyday life; they don’t address the support needs of the individual; and the language is discriminatory, ‘implying that there is a deficit-based binary that separates autistics individual with many deficits from those with few deficits’  (Coates, 2022, p.215). Critics of the linear scale argue that such an approach fails to account for the dynamics of everyday life upon the individual’s ability to function, suggesting a colour wheel may more accurately reflect challenges in motor skills, executive function, language, perception, and sensory issues (Bradshaw et al, 2021).

Know That Autistic People Experience Anxiety

Anxiety is commonly experienced by autistic students (Irvine and MacLeod, 2022, Van Hees et al. 2015).  Students report a need for lecturers to be knowledgeable about autism to provide to support them effectively, and for support to be personalised and comprehensive (Van Hees et al., 2015).  For the singing teacher who works with individual students, this personalisation is highly relevant.  An understanding of the need for routines are important, and students report that this becomes easier to achieve when that when there are proactive efforts made to outline activities, expectations of behaviour, and tools to help the student plan, prior to the commencement of studies (Van Hees et al., 2015).  For the singing teacher to provide a sense of may consider the initial point of first contact as being crucial in addressing such concerns before they arise.  

For the singing teacher working in higher education, the design of spaces is not likely to be under their direct control, however, guidance from the Department for Education may clarify that ‘low sensory-stimulus environments reduce sensory overload, stress, and anxiety (Scott, 2009, p.37).  The informed singing teacher needs to develop a greater understanding of those sensory issues if sources of anxiety are to be minimised.

Know That Autistic People Have Sensory Issues

The singing teacher needs to be aware that autistic students are likely to present with sensory issues, if such issues are to be ameliorated.  Tassovoli et al.’s (2013) study explored sensory is notable for its use of adult participants, aligning with the target demographic for the framework, its large sample size, and for the considering vision, hearing, touch, smell, taste, and proprioception in isolation.  The use of questionnaires to ascertain experiences could be argued to be a limitation, as the environment that respondents inhabited at the time of completion were beyond the control of the researcher.  Despite that, except for proprioception, all these senses that Tassovoli et al. (2013) studied are external to the student some consideration of the studio environment is necessary if the studio is to be autism friendly.

The management of sensory issues requires the singing teacher to consider that autistic students may present with very different needs.  Shore (2004) outlines that autistic people present with a large variance in sensory profiles, reporting that ‘some of the senses may be turned up “too high”, others are “too low,” and a substantial amount of data received through the senses may be distorted (Shore, 2004, p.17).  When considered from the point of view of the voice studio then, the framework needs to elucidate the senses, possible triggers, and practical solutions.  If Shore’s ’sensory star’ (2004, p.19) was adapted positively for the voice studio, then hearing could reflect the need to manage the studio’s acoustics or mitigate the hum of wireless devices in a face-to-face lesson.  The use of lighting needs to be flexible to include those who experience hypersensitivity or hyposensitivity (Scott, 2009), and addressing the example of fluorescent lighting may impact upon both auditory and visual senses.  Smell and taste, whilst seemingly unconnected to singing may lead the practitioner to consider their policy towards cleaning the studio, eating in the studio, or even personal preferences, such as the wearing of perfume or aftershave.  Such considerations are practical ways in which the singing teacher may positively impact on the teaching before the teaching begins.

In Nelson’s (2022, p.52) model of Practice as Research, know-what ‘resides in knowing what “works”, in teasing out the tactics by which “what works” is achieved and the compositional principles involved’.  If applied to this project, to understand the underlying processes that have led to what have been perceived as successful interventions in the studio may lead to the formulation of clearer outcomes in the framework.

Introduction to the Framework

The artefact begins with a brief foreword to introduce the singing teacher to the framework (Appendix B).  The purpose of the foreword to is reassure the singing teacher that they are not alone in the endeavour of seeking quality information to develop their professional practice, with teachers of all disciplines perceiving this need (von Below, Spaeth, and Horlin, 2024; Parks, 2014; Van Hees, Moyson, and Roeyers, 2015).  It is important that students apprecia

To disclose my autism as part of the foreword works for several reasons.  The framework was being developed as part of a desktop study, and so the inclusion of quotes from autistic people, as seen in the Equity (2021) framework was not possible.  The inclusion of autistic perspectives in research and education is essential in understanding their needs (Cascio et al., 2019; Pellicano and Stears, 2011; Robison, 2011).

Defining Autism
The need to define autism for the practitioner is summed up by Murray, Lesser, and Lawson (2005, p.152), who state that ‘in order to work effectively and appropriately, practitioners need to have some understanding of autism’.  To effectively define autism, it was important to consider the potential bias as an insider researcher and the use of external criteria to assess the quality of the definition was considered effective as a means of mitigating personal bias.

Bakan et al. (2014, 136) suggest that any definition should be based on current evidence; it should avoid pathologisation of autism; and the language should be ‘considered, simple, and accessible’ whilst being appropriate for professional or academic audience.  When considered against the criteria above, the NAS (2024) definition, which was the original choice, was as ‘a lifelong developmental disability which affects how people communicate and interact with the world’.  However, the use of ‘disability’ is based in the ‘pathology paradigm’.  (Bakan, 2014, p.136).  The working definition (Appendix B) reflects the work Lewis and Lynn (2018, p.3), who reframe disability away from the individual to the suitability of processes (Figure 1) when considering how to phrase the definition.  If, as Lewis and Lynn (2018, p.3) state, ‘disability in the accessibility of tools’, then the singing teacher can adjust their approach to make the tools of vocal pedagogy accessible to the singer.
[image: A comparison of different differences between two people

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]
Figure 2 An illustration comparing the deficit and difference models of disability (Lewis and Lynn, 2018, p.3).

First Communications with the Autistic Student

Change can be a source of anxiety for the autistic student (Murray et al., 2005).  The singing teacher needs to understand this as the move to a new voice studio or higher education institution presents the student of singing with many new challenges, so to provide some certainty about the first singing lesson and what is expected of the student is essential if tuition is to begin successfully.  The email template (Appendix B) attempts to address several factors that may smooth this transition and allay any feelings of anxiety that the autistic singing student may have.

The NAS (2024), however, advocates the use of timetables as a usual visual support.  However, my experience suggests that both neurotypical and neurodiverse students may not always understand how the 1:1 singing timetable operates.   According to Hastwell et al., (2012, p.60) ‘attempts at organising and problem-solving can cause anxiety’.  To enable the student to decode the timetable by a series of instruction could provide a reasonable adjustment to facilitate reduced anxiety and improved attendance, both of which could be useful in raising attainment.

The physical and spatial processing demands in a vast and unfamiliar environment like a university campus can be overwhelming for the student with autism (Harpur,
Lawlor and Fitzgerald, 2004; Moreno, 2005). Therefore, it is essential to provide students with opportunities to practise navigating the campus at their own pace during a safe and less frenetic time (Masterson and Meeks, 2014, p.48).  Appendix B invites the student to visit the teaching studio prior to the commencement of lessons to allow them to plan their route and to remove any apprehension that they may have.
Conclusion

The artefact was developed to address barriers that the autistic singer may experience in the voice studio.  As a piece of practice-as-research, this afforded the opportunity to explore what is an increasingly important part of my practice, although it was not without its difficulties.

A limitation of the project stemmed from the lack of specific literature in the context of a desktop study.  Given this deficit, it was necessary to use deductive reasoning to translate the higher education experiences of students more generally to the specific topic of autism in the voice studio, as these sensory issues are likely to be more exaggerated in this setting.  The development of evidence-based strategies will require further research in this field if equanimity of provision is to be achieved.

Given that differences in communication are central to autism spectrum disorder, it is necessary to consider how best to communicate with the autistic student.  The use of email is recommended to allow the student to be able to respond without any sense of pressure.  Reducing the potential for anxiety by reinforcing expectations and clarifying timescales and requirements for assessments is essential if students are to give of their best.  Whilst it could be argued that not including pedagogical language as part of this study is a limitation, it is essential for the singing teacher to understand that anxiety is likely to be a significant barrier to learning.  A further study into the language of vocal pedagogy in the context of teaching the autistic singer is a potential area for development.

The topic of heterogeneity is essential for the singing teacher to understand if a person-centred approach is to be adopted, and planning for sensory differences is an example of this.  Environmental controls need to be flexible to accommodate both sensory hyposensitivity and hypersensitivity.  This perhaps provides the singers teacher in higher education with more challenges than those in private practice, as the environmental controls are less likely to be under their direct control.  However, understanding that there is a need that is based in equality legislation may provide to be an effective tool in arguing for anticipatory reasonable adjustments, which is strengthened by the recent legal ruling following the case of Albrahart v Bristol University (2024).

Appendix A

Thematic Analysis of An Adapter Plug Guide to Autistic Artists (Equity, 2021)

	Theme
	Sub-theme
	Theme Description

	Communication
	First contact

	· Unusual manners when communicating do not signify rudeness
· Consider use of technology to communicate with the ASD individual

	Access
	· Communication
	· Use direct language and set expectations
· Where possible, avoid change

	Preparation for Industry
	
	

	Fear
	· Stigma from diagnosis
	· ASD creatives fear for their employability whether they do or don’t divulge their condition

	Participatory benefits
	· Creativity and ingenuity
· Inclusion and shared purpose

	· Performing can be a conduit for communication for NT
· ASD and NT people share a purpose for engagement in the performing arts

	Equality and equity
	· Fairness, not preference
	· ASD people want ‘an equal playing field’ (p.6)



Appendix B
The Artefact
Guidelines for Singing Teachers Working with Autistic Singers

Foreword

If you’re reading this then it’s likely that you’re looking for ideas and solutions for working with an autistic singer.  You are not alone in this, as teachers of all disciplines report that they need more guidance and training.
The framework has been authored by an autistic singing teacher how has been privileged to work with singers both neurotypical and diverse over the course of nearly a quarter of a century.  Its aim is to enable you to further develop an inclusive voice studio, one that creates an environment in which the autistic singer can learn effectively.

What is Autism?

The National Autistic Society (2024), based in the UK, defines autism as “a lifelong developmental disability which affects how people communicate and interact with the world”,

· Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) or condition (ASC) is an umbrella term for several conditions that were previously categorised separately, the most well-known of those arguably being Asperger’s Syndrome.
· Autism derives from the Greek word ‘autos’, which is ‘synonymous with self-isolated or automatic movement…The child suffering from this disorder prefers to keep itself isolated from the surrounding interactions (Joon, Kumar, and Parle, 2021, p.1256).  Such isolations may be a reflection on the heightened levels of anxiety that people with autism experience (Robertson and Ne’eman, 2008)
· Autism is a spectrum disorder or condition, so your autistic students won’t all present with the same features or experience the same level of challenges, just as your neurotypical students won’t.
· Autism is referred to as a disorder or condition.  Some view autism in a medicalised way, which is perhaps understandable, given that obtaining a diagnosis is achieved through medical channels and the criteria is deficit-based.  However, the view of autism as being a natural neurological difference is promoted by advocacy groups (National Autistic Society, 2024).

How Might Autism Present in the Voice Studio?

The saying “once you know one autistic person, you know one autistic person” (Shore, ) reflects that all autistic people are different, just as neurotypical students are.  However,
The NHS website (NHS, 2025) states that autistic people may:
· ‘find it hard to communicate and interact with other people
· find it hard to understand how other people think or feel
· find things like bright lights or loud noises overwhelming, stressful or uncomfortable
· get anxious or upset about unfamiliar situations and social events
· take longer to understand information
· do, or think the same things over and over’

You may not be aware of autistic students, as there can be a reluctance to disclose to this to the college for fear of discrimination (von Below et al., 2024).  The sunflower logo is representative of invisible disabilities (Hidden Disabilities Sunflower, 2025) and, if displayed in the studio, may facilitate conversation in the absence of SEND data.

Issues with lighting or noise are clearly an issue in an environment where singing is being taught or performed.  Below are some suggestions, although not exhaustive, that may help you to address the challenges that the studio environment may pose.




The Sensory Voice Studio

· Autistic students may present with sensory issues across the range of senses.  The combined effect of these channels can make it harder to focus, affecting their ability to maximise their potential.   Students may be hypersensitive or hyposensitive to these stimuli, so consider making small adjustments that permit flexibility in your studio.  Below are some suggestions:

	Sight
	Fluorescent lights
	Consider replacing the light fitting

	
	Lighting is too bright or dark, or the wrong colour for the student
	Consider the use of smart bulbs that can change colour and brightness.  Where possible, schedule lessons to take advantage of natural light.

	
	Distractions

	Consider removing unnecessary items from the studio to avoid

	Hearing
	The acoustics of the studio provide challenges
	Consider the use of acoustic panels to reduce reverberation in the studio

	
	Accompaniment causes sensory overload
	Allow the students to use earplugs, if able; consider balance of backing tracks, if used

	Smell and taste
	The student is averse to strong smells
	Consider the cleaning schedule of the voice studio to allow dispersal of odours; consider studio policy in relation to eating and drinking within the studio

	Tactile
	The student is using costumes, for example, in a singing exam
	Ascertain sensory needs prior to purchasing the costume; remove tags, if they cause issues; allow time for the student to adjust to the feel of the costume



Managing sensory issues: touch and proprioception

Rationale

Some autistic students respond well to postural changes with light fingertip touch, however, others may be hypersensitive (Chen and Tsai, 2016).  These guidelines assume that the teacher will not use touch the student but instead use self-monitoring to correct issues of alignment.

Strategy 1: developing balanced alignment
Whilst consent must be gained prior to engaging in corrective touch when working with students, this is especially important for autistic students who may experience allodynia, which is pain caused by touch (Riquelme et al., 2016).
Autistic singers may present with postural issues caused by issues with the processing of sensory input (Doumas et al., 2015).  So how can the singing teacher correct these issues without using touch?  Evidence suggests that some autistic students can correct postural issues when presented when the visual sense is used (Malloy, 2003).  A mirror may be enough, but an alternative could be to use the student’s phone to record them on from the side and display the image on a monitor whilst they are singing (as suggested below).  Recording gives the student the opportunity to observe how alignment changes affect the vocal tone and embed the learning into their practice.  Using the student’s device, rather than the teacher’s, could be an effective way of ensuring that safeguarding is maintained.

Resources:
A tripod
Phone connectors
Long HDMI, USB-C, VGA cable
Screen
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Strategy 2: addressing breathing

In this framework, the author uses the term ‘clothing markers’ to monitor alignment and breathing without needing to touch.  Look for patterns of behaviour:
· Do the clothes move outward at the waistband at the onset of tone?  Raise the student’s awareness using their hand to monitor.
Do the clothes move laterally on the inhalation and does the waistband area expand, or is it held still?  Again, instruct the student to monitor the waist band area.
Language

There is a debate about the use of identity-first or person-first language, which equates to whether the person’s autism is a central feature of them, or whether they are more than their autism (Grech et al., 2023).  The examples of sensory issues above may guide your own view on this, but current best practice is to use the language of the individual (Vivanti, 2019)

Timetabling

· Where possible, schedule the lessons of autistic students for the same day, time, and place each week.
· Changes to routine can be a cause of anxiety for the student, so make changes only if necessary.
· When changes are necessary, give the autistic student as much advanced notice as possible.


Email to student

This email template aims to provide the new student with the information that they need prior to starting their lessons to relieve forms of anxiety.  There are some guiding principles in the design of this email:

· Clarity of language
· The use of visual cues
· Inviting the student to the studio prior to commencement of lessons to acclimatise them to the studio environment.
· Planning for the future, such as the assessment dates
· Ensuring the student knows when they can expect a response, so as to avoid anxiety over a lack of communication.

Dear STUDENT,

Welcome to NAME OF INSTITUTION/STUDIO!  I am writing to introduce myself as your allocated singing teacher and provide you with information that you need to be aware of.

Your Needs

This is a studio that respects the needs of the individual.  Please let me know if you have any adjustments in place to accommodate an additional need and these have not already been disclosed to the college.  This will help me to support you in your studies.

Your Timetable
· Singing lessons for last 30/45/60 minutes (delete as appropriate).  They will take place on either DAY/S of week.
	Monday
	Tuesday
	Wednesday
	Thursday
	Friday

	
	
	9.00-6.00
	9.00-6.00
	9.00-5.00



· Your timetable can be found on Teams/location of noticeboard/other.  Whilst we will attempt to avoid changes to dates, times, and location, please check your timetable/Teams/noticeboard regularly.  Singing lessons times are rotated throughout the day to avoid missing the same class each week.  Here is a sample timetable and how to read it:





	1. Find the date

	3. Find the time
	Time
	8/1/25
	15/1/25

	
	9.15
	Joe Bloggs
	Sheila Gree

	
	9.45
	2. Find your name
	Joe

	
	10.15
	Sheila Gree
	2. Find your name



Please be punctual to your lesson and ensure that you email me should you have any issues attending, preferably in advance of the lesson.

What you can expect during your first lesson
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Getting to know you.  We will have a short conversation to find out general information to assist in planning.  Have you completed any grades?  Do you play any other instruments?  Do you read music?
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Vocal warmups.  A short vocal warm-up, consisting of…
Vocal repertoire.  Bring a song that you have worked on and know well.
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AI-generated content may be incorrect.]Next steps.  We will discuss what your next steps in singing, covering technical development and repertoire.

Preparation
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AI-generated content may be incorrect.]Prepare your sheet music.   Please place your music in a ring binder for the first session.  A four-ring binder is preferable, as your music is less likely to fall of the the music stand.  Bring one copy for me and one copy for you.  Bring a pencil to make notes on your music.
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AI-generated content may be incorrect.]Recording your lesson.  Please make yourself familiar with the voice memo/recorder app on your phone, as you will use this to record your lessons for practice purposes.  These recordings are for your personal use only and are not to be posted to social media.

Getting in touch
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AI-generated content may be incorrect.]Contact.  Please use email/Teams message should you needs to contact me regarding your lessons.  I will answer emails within set a deadline for your response.

Planning ahead

Our work together will focus on developing your singing and assessments are an opportunity to celebrate your progress.  Your assessments will take place on the dates below.  The requirements are FILL IN DETAILS.

· Your formative singing assessment will be on DATE.
· Your summative singing assessment will be on DATE.
· You will do a mock assessment a week before your formative and summative assessment, where I will give you verbal feedback.

Best wishes,

NAME OF TEACHER
(He/him)
I work on Monday/Tuesday/Wednesday/Thursday/Friday.  Please note that I do not respond to emails on days when I’m away from the college/my studio.
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