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An Exploration of the Use of Imagery in Voice Pedagogy: From Old Tradition to New Perspectives of Embodied Self-Knowledge.

Part 1: Portfolio 

INTRODUCTION AND RATIONALE 

As a private contemporary singing teacher with training in mindfulness techniques, I have explored the integration of meditation practices into singing lessons. In fact, as a voice pedagogy master’s degree student, I have recently conducted my first research study on the integration of a body scan meditation with a vocal exercise in one-on-one online voice lessons. The purpose of this study was to determine whether combining body scan and vocal exercises can reduce body tension and improve body awareness, as previous mindfulness studies for singers have reported (Czajkowski, Greasley and Allis, 2021; Ornoy and Cohen, 2022). One of the surprising aspects that transpired through my study was that body scan meditation prompts appeared to activate the participants’ unique mental imagery, which they said clarified their internal sensations and helped singing mechanisms and ease (Degl’Innocenti, 2025).  
[bookmark: OLE_LINK6]Even though I have anecdotally experienced the practical applications of imagery as a student and, in recent years, as a teacher, I have never formally studied the topic. This paper seeks to examine the role of imagery in voice pedagogy, with the intent of gaining a comprehensive understanding of its benefits and limitations. Exploring imagery may help clarify its occurrence in my research and its connection to mindfulness techniques, which I intend to further examine in future investigations and my teaching practice. Building on my current understanding of imagery's benefits, this study may offer further insights into how imagery can enhance my students' learning and help identify strategies that support their development, whether or not these approaches are directly related to mindfulness practices. 
PROGRAMME OF STUDY 

Context and Theoretical Influences:
Imagery has long been used to help students grasp internal vocal processes that cannot be directly observed and accessed (De Lillis, 2021). However, a division between art-based and science-based voice teaching has persisted since the Italian school of Bel Canto was born in 1700, and further intensified after the invention of the laryngoscope in 1854 (Bozeman, 2007; Ware, 2013). A common argument made by pedagogues who have objected to imagery in teaching was that it can be problematic because students and teachers rarely share the same sensations or experiences (De Lillis, 2021). In recent decades, as science-based vocal pedagogy has progressed and the traditional master-apprentice teaching model has faded, teachers have gradually shifted from being masters to mentors and co-learners. (Sherwood, 2023). This shift, supported by scientific research developments, has shown how personal experiences (physical sensations, emotional reactions, and individual views) affect learning processes, challenging traditional teaching models (Leigh-Post, 2015; Czajkowski, Greasley and Allis, 2021; Brown, 2025). This reflects my position as a teacher and researcher, as I align with a relativist and constructionist perspective, recognizing that multiple realities can exist and are shaped by experience and relationships, and meaning cannot exist without a mind (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2016; Pessu, 2019). Although the use of imagery has been contested, Ware (2013) argued that an imagery-based pedagogy remains fundamental for many contemporary educators. I was first introduced to imagery as a student and now incorporate it into my teaching, yet I have found its effectiveness inconsistent–what can benefit one student may not help another. I agree that without a solid science-informed pedagogy, imagery can be challenging to use reliably. 
On the other side of the debate, science-based singing approaches also present limitations (Bozeman, 2007; De Lillis, 2021; Brown, 2023): much of the research relies on small sample sizes and cannot accurately measure vocal expression or beauty (De Lillis, 2021), and the literature offers few strategies for moving beyond this debate. Brown (2025), for example, proposed integrating student-generated imagery to enhance autonomy, self-awareness, and vocal learning, indicating a shift toward using imagery to promote a deeper embodied awareness. Her perspective aligned with traditional practices outside voice pedagogy; for example, healing imagery–used for therapeutic and embodied exploration–can be traced back to early Taoist writings from the third century B.C. (Cohen, 2005). Today, it stands at the forefront of research in medicine, psychology, and science (Cohen, 2005; Costa and Barnhofer, 2016; Pinto, Tavares and Pozza, 2024), highlighting imagery’s relevance in the integration of body and mind and healing techniques. These interdisciplinary insights suggested that imagery may play a greater role in developing embodied self-knowledge than is currently recognized in vocal pedagogy. For this reason, I will review literature linking mindfulness and imagery, examining what has been reported on their combined use, and if their relationship might inform future pedagogical approaches. There is a chance that I might misinterpret findings from unfamiliar fields, yet examining them could offer useful perspectives on imagery and its connections to mind-body practices.


AIMS 
· To examine the role of imagery in voice pedagogy across historical and contemporary science-informed contexts.
· To evaluate the perceived benefits and limitations of imagery within the voice pedagogy literature.
· To investigate intersections between imagery and mindfulness in current research.
· To review effective strategies for integrating imagery into voice teaching.
· To assess how the current literature connects imagery with body awareness.



OBJECTIVES 
· Review historical and contemporary literature to trace the development and use of imagery in voice pedagogy and its relationship to scientific approaches.
· Analyze research to identify the benefits and limitations of imagery in vocal education.
· Examine literature for connections between imagery and mindfulness within voice pedagogy and related fields.
· Review recent studies on pedagogical strategies for effective imagery use in voice lessons.
· Explore how contemporary research connects imagery with body awareness and somatic learning.
· Explore practical approaches to implementing imagery effectively in my voice studio.
· Critically reflect on this study and the learning process.

EXPECTED LEARNING OUTCOMES

· Develop a nuanced understanding of the role of imagery within voice pedagogy, from its historical foundations to its role in contemporary scientific discourse.
· Recognize the pedagogical value and limitations of imagery to inform and refine my teaching practice.
· Learn how imagery intersects with mindfulness and body awareness, and how these relationships can support vocal development.
· Strengthen my skills in conducting literature reviews and stay current with recent research.
· Develop my capacity for critical reflection to improve both the quality of this review and my ongoing pedagogical practice.
· Reinforce my commitment to providing students with effective tools for vocal mastery and embodied awareness.
LITERATURE REVIEW METHODOLOGY

The goal of my study was to explore the role of imagery in voice pedagogy and develop a clearer understanding of its benefits and limitations. This interest emerged from my first study on integrating a mindfulness technique into the online voice studio: all participants spontaneously created their unique imagery to support singing ease and body awareness (Degl’Innocenti, 2025). Although I had used imagery in my teaching, I realized I had never formally studied it. To understand its current use in voice pedagogy, it seemed important to examine its historical roots and later developments, which was challenging given my limited familiarity with the topic. 
I first explored the possibility of conducting a scoping review, which maps existing literature to identify main concepts, gaps, and evidence (Mak & Thomas, 2022; McLeod, 2024). However, scoping reviews generally require a rigorous and systematic method for identifying all the evidence, a research team, and substantial time (Grant and Booth, 2009; Tjosvold, 2025), all beyond the scope of this project. I thought that conducting a narrative review would be appropriate as it allows for a broad topic overview, but not necessarily exhaustive, and a more subjective selection of literature to analyze (Winter, 2022; Tjosvold, 2025). Additionally, narrative reviews aim to reach a wide range of readers and do not presume prior knowledge (Winter, 2022), which aligns with my intention to speak to a broad voice-scholar audience. That is why narrative reviews are often used to make a topic more user-friendly, presenting a broader perspective on one topic (Grant and Booth, 2009; Tjosvold, 2025). 
Although narrative reviews typically do not follow a rigid methodological framework, I borrowed some aspects from the scoping review process, like forming a research question, identifying relevant studies and themes within the literature, and making clear inclusion and exclusion criteria (Mak and Thomas, 2022).
While this project was not guided by a formal research question, it was informed by one that emerged from my earlier work: how might imagery support embodied self-knowledge, especially when combined with mindfulness techniques?  
As imagery in voice pedagogy has evolved–shifting from old traditions to scientific approaches (De Santis et al., 2022)–several themes emerged from the literature:
· historical roots in oral tradition 
· the shift to a scientific approach 
· the long-standing debate between old tradition and science-based pedagogy
· recent studies trying to bridge these perspectives
· emerging links between mindfulness and imagery in broader recent literature
My initial searches using “imagery” and “singing” in the UWTSD library produced 881 results, including several key studies such as Brown (2025), which became highly valuable, being innovative and also the most recent study on the topic. Expanding to “imagery” and “singer” yielded 2,711 results; adding the Boolean search filter “voice pedagogy” narrowed this to 24 articles, and analyzing some of them guided subsequent searches. Since historical context was an important part of my study, I added “Bel Canto” to my search, which produced five results, narrowing down historical sources and indicating that much earlier work on imagery was likely to be found in pedagogical books rather than peer-reviewed studies. Searching “imagery” and “mindfulness” produced 1,796 results, highlighting a rich body of research in clinical fields. Additional studies on mindfulness, body-awareness practices like the Alexander Technique–which I had researched for previous studies–and grey literature on imagery and meditation also informed this review, particularly where peer-reviewed work was scarce. Finally, my search for scoping reviews and narrative reviews emerged organically from the analysis of articles. However, I relied on grey literature and articles found through Google Scholar searches to understand the differences between review types.
Inclusion and exclusion criteria were based on relevance to the topic. Peer-reviewed studies were prioritized, with a focus on imagery research in voice pedagogy published in the last twenty years; grey literature was included only when necessary. As this study used interdisciplinary literature, I decided to include only a limited amount of recent peer-reviewed studies, for time constraint reasons, but also to avoid misinterpreting unfamiliar disciplines. Some older publications and book excerpts were used to provide historical information not available elsewhere.
Since themes can provide an effective framework for organizing analytic insights in research (Clarke and Braun, 2017), I reviewed key articles and identified recurring themes that became the primary structure of this paper. This thematic approach not only helped me understand historical and pedagogical contexts but also revealed specific gaps in the literature. For instance, while there was a growing body of research on imagery and mindfulness in clinical fields (Bedford, 2015; Donovan et al., 2023), I found limited discussion on how these two areas intersect within voice pedagogy, highlighting an area for future investigation.
As an insider researcher and a singer trained in mindfulness, I was aware of the potential for bias, as I am a member of the same community that I am studying (Wilkinson and Kitzinger, 2013). I addressed this through reflective journaling and by ensuring my evaluations were grounded in the literature (Holmes, 2020).


Part 2: Review And Critical Reflection

INTRODUCTION 
As a contemporary singing teacher trained in mindfulness techniques and currently pursuing a master’s degree, I found in my first study that body scan meditations can elicit singers’ unique imagery and ease vocal mechanisms, revealing an area I had only understood anecdotally until now. This paper will explore and evaluate the use of imagery in voice pedagogy, which has been employed for centuries, from old tradition to a more recent shift toward science-informed pedagogy (De Lillis, 2021; Brown, 2023). Scientific advancements and the transition towards a student-centered pedagogy have helped acknowledge the impact of subjective experiences on learning (Leigh-Post, 2015; Czajkowski, Greasley and Allis, 2021). Brown (2023) proposed moving beyond the long-standing debate by integrating both subjective somatic experience and objective scientific knowledge. She further suggested reviewing imagery type, purpose, and application through the use of Clean Language Coaching, offering a bias-free framework for identifying and working with personalized imagery (Brown, 2025). Similarly, Morales-Villar et al. (2023) introduced the MISE approach (Mental Images for Singing Education), which assessed vocal quality through students’ reflections, creating a clearer channel of communication between teacher and student. These approaches, which brought together mental processes and embodied knowledge, aligned with recent developments in medicine, psychology, and neuroscience that examined imagery in relation to mind-body practices such as mindfulness (Bedford, 2015; Donovan et al., 2022; Pinto, Tavares and Pozza, 2024). To my knowledge, two studies have begun to explore imagery connected with mindfulness in music performance and the process of music understanding (Fortuna, 2017; Steenstrup et al., 2021). However, no studies to date have explored these connections within voice pedagogy, indicating a gap that this review can begin to address.

Imagery in Voice Pedagogy: An Historical Overview

Imagery refers to comparative language, metaphor, or mental pictures that may not match physical reality but represent conscious experiences in the mind (Freed, 2000; De Santis et al., 2022). Aristotle proposed that imagery is dependent on the faculty of imagination, describing this as the internal mental ability through which we manifest images, laying an early philosophical foundation for the use of imagery in education (De Lillis, 2021). Centuries later, Vennard (1967) defined imagery in vocal pedagogy as the use of figurative language to convey concepts that are challenging to comprehend in a literal sense, drawing a comparison to poetry, which is not meant to be interpreted literally. This comparison highlighted both the pedagogical potential and limitations of imagery: while such language can evoke helpful sensations conducive to learning, its lack of literal precision may also create ambiguity in students’ understanding and vocal outcomes (Miller, 1996; Shewell, 2020; Brown, 2025). In fact, one of the central challenges found in imagery-based teaching has been its reliance on generalized internal sensations, which may not be perceived, or interpreted, uniformly across students (Latukefu and Verenikina, 2011; Freed, 2020; De Lillis, 2021). In more recent decades, scientific progress has demonstrated that imagination is dependent on memories, which are rearranged into new combinations (Kosslyn, Ganis, and Thomson, 2001; De Young, 2017). Cognitive neuroscience studies showed that visual mental imagery is a depictive internal representation, with brain imaging revealing similar neural patterns for both mental images and perception in the primary visual cortex (Pearson et al., 2015). The similarities between imagery and perception offered a convincing scientific rationale for its educational application (Shewell 2020; Brown, 2025) yet also suggesting that imagery’s effectiveness may depend on the learner’s subjective capacity for mental representation–an ability that may vary widely among singers.
However, imagery has been employed in voice pedagogy long before the progress of neurosciences, either as a primary or auxiliary approach, to help students understand the internal processes of their bodies, particularly in the larynx, given the lack of direct access to the vocal mechanism (Freed, 2000; De Lillis, 2021). Its historical roots in the Bel Canto tradition of the early 1700s (Ware, 2013; De Santis et al., 2022) reflected a pedagogical environment in which experiential and metaphorical forms of educational tools were privileged, also due to the absence of more modern empirical knowledge. For instance, in the book ‘Vocal Wisdom: Maxims of Giovanni Battista Lamperti’, terms like ‘hollow-headed’, ‘full-throated’, and ‘broad-chested’ were used to describe how a student should feel in order to sing well (De Santis et al., 2022). Other examples of imagery described by Miller (1996) were ‘putting the tone into the mask’, ‘down the back of the throat’ or ‘singing on the breath’. The context in which imagery-based teaching was born was the old master-apprentice tradition, in which the student came to the master’s greater knowledge to learn (Sherwood, 2023). While this tradition underpinned much of contemporary one-to-one vocal instruction (Johansson, 2013; Sherwood, 2023), it has also raised concerns that teachers may transmit imagery based on their personal experiences, without considering students' individual perspectives. 
Practically, the master-apprentice tradition has been slowly subsiding to a more modern student-centered pedagogy, but it still holds a significant role and is fundamental to the practices of many contemporary educators (Ware, 2013; Sherwood, 2023). In fact, a review by Freed (2000) found that much of the imagery used in early twentieth-century pedagogy textbooks was still identifiable near the end of the century. The continued use of outdated imagery in teaching, despite scientific advances, has prompted questions about whether its persistence reflects real effectiveness or ongoing tensions between personal experiences and objective knowledge in education (De Lillis, 2022; Brown, 2023). These open questions appeared to be part of an ongoing discussion about the relationship between singing, science, and art, which seems to shape how imagery is valued and used in contemporary voice teaching.


The Debate on Imagery: Old Tradition Versus Science-Based Pedagogy

There has been an ongoing debate over the use of imagery since the beginning of the eighteenth century and later reinforced by new physiological evidence brought by the invention of the laryngoscope in 1854 by Manuel Gracia II, often referred to as the father of modern voice science (Ware, 2013; De Santis et al., 2022; Sherwood, 2023). The length of this debate suggested that it is not merely a technical disagreement about teaching tools but part of a broader epistemological conflict between conceptions of singing as an art and as a science (De Lillis, 2020; Brown, 2023). During the late nineteenth century, vocal instruction began to split into two distinct philosophies: one group viewed singing as an art guided by scientific principles, while the other saw it strictly as a scientific method that could be universally applied (Freed, 2000; Sherwood, 2023). The struggle with the early use of vocal science seemed to be around ignoring the students’ observations of their own bodies in order to elevate scientific discoveries (Sherwood, 2023). In the twentieth century, with the establishment of the Voice Foundation Symposium in 1970 and the recognition of voice in the medical division of otolaryngology in the 1980s, voice science experienced significant progress (Brown, 2023). One side of the debate suggested that singing teachers should work to address and possibly remove misconceptions created by a lack of scientific clarity by providing clear guidance grounded in vocal physiology, particularly when teaching beginner vocal students (De Lillis, 2021). Conversely, some educators strongly advocated for utilizing an imagery-based methodology as the principal strategy in pedagogy–arguing that focusing on anatomical accuracy might lead to mechanistic performances, forced voice production and vocal health issues (Brown, 2023). Furthermore, a common concern among critics of voice science was its ability to effectively address matters of vocal aesthetics and artistic expression, which might instead belong to the realm of singing as an art (McCoy, 2012; De Young, 2017).
However, although historically rooted in oral tradition, imagery has been acknowledged by some science-based pedagogues as a potentially valuable teaching aid. For instance, Reid (1983) argued that, in a way, imagery is necessary because any information about music and singing needs to be conceptualized before it can be executed. Similarly, Miller (1996) allowed space for imagery after a singer has mastered foundational coordination, implying that scientific and physiological understanding comes before imagery exploration to avoid confusing students. Similarly, Shewell (2009) stated that images are useful in voice work when students understand the physical reality of voice production to prevent injury and safely develop vocal strength. However, these arguments appeared to assume that having accurate anatomical knowledge alone could be enough to prevent misuse. Current research has not objectively confirmed this, as conceptual understanding does not always translate into embodied skill (Brown, 2025). This teaching assumption may not accurately represent the nonlinear, experiential development of many singers, as I have anecdotally observed both as a teacher and a student.
Although the ongoing debate continues, imagery remains widely used. According to Freed (2000), this practice persists due to the influence of oral transmission and successful performers who, after becoming teachers, pass on their personal experiences and insights to students. This explanation highlighted an issue in the field: teaching methods tend to be inherited rather than rigorously evaluated. As Brown (2025) noted, these approaches are not always critically assessed to determine whether the instructors’ own experiences align with those of their students. Instructors, myself included at times, may rely on strategies that worked for us personally without necessarily assessing whether those strategies align with each student’s perceptual world. 
Freed’s (2000) critique that vocal pedagogy suffered from unclear terminology seems pertinent here. My interpretation of his critique, based on my practical experiences, is that imagery—precisely because it is subjective and metaphorical—can exacerbate this lack of clarity, leading to further inconsistent teaching methods. For example, anecdotally, when prompted to imagine “singing through a straw,” one student may focus on airflow while another on resonance placement, resulting in entirely different vocal outcomes. Examples of imagery that may lead to confusion include terms such as “chest resonance” or directions like “feel the diaphragm”, which, although endorsed by many educators, lacked an anatomical basis: for example, the diaphragm cannot be consciously controlled due to its lack of proprioceptive nerve endings (Freed, 2000; Dimon, 2011; De Lillis, 2022). 
Given the ongoing debate, a persistent challenge appeared to remain: how can teachers integrate objective scientific findings without diminishing the personal and interpretive nature of singing? Voice pedagogue and rehabilitation specialist Jenna Brown (2023) has argued that pedagogical transformation requires not only accurate knowledge but also effective translation–sharing this knowledge in ways that can truly enhance the students' learning. Ultimately, the task for contemporary pedagogy that she suggested, which I align with, is one to develop approaches that reconcile scientific knowledge with the embodied, subjective dimensions of singing, ensuring that neither is compromised (Brown, 2023). Recent decades have brought significant advances in the science of singing, particularly in neuroscience and cognitive psychology (Bozeman, 2007; Shewell, 2020), and a science-informed pedagogy has only recently been formally unified within a community of educators (American Academy of Teachers of Singing, 2025). The author infers that this shift has simultaneously reinforced the long-standing debate and fostered greater cohesion in the field, potentially motivating further studies to address existing gaps, like the one concerning imagery use.



Contemporary Perspectives on Imagery: Bridging Gaps and Evaluating Limits

According to a 2013 survey, most voice instructors interviewed reported adopting a combination of science-based and imagery-based teaching methods in their studios to achieve successful results with their students (Ware, 2013). Earlier writing also reflected this perspective: De Young, in a mid-twentieth-century article, described singing as an imaginative art rooted in both neuromuscular mechanisms and creative sensitivity (De Young, 2017). Recent neuroscientific research reflected this view. For example, a Harvard study demonstrated that mental imagery activates many of the same neural regions involved in sensory perception—up to ninety percent overlap—indicating that imagined experiences can affect the body and the voice (Kosslyn, Ganis, and Thomson, 2001; Shewell, 2020). Clinical research has similarly shown that mental imagery shapes physiological and cognitive processes and plays a significant role in various psychiatric conditions (Pearson et al., 2015; Şinoforoğlu and Yalçın, 2025). Despite this interdisciplinary interest in mental imagery, research specifically examining imagery in singing, particularly via neuroimaging, remains very limited (De Santis et al., 2022; Morales-Villar et al., 2023). This scarcity of empirical research may suggest that much of the real pedagogical innovation could be occurring privately in studios and conservatories, rather than being systematically documented or empirically tested. Yet the limited studies available have indicated that integrating imagery with scientific knowledge may serve as an effective pedagogical approach for enhancing both technical skill and musical proficiency (Latukefu and Verenikina, 2011; Morales-Villar et al., 2023). 
Recent scholarship has begun to address this gap. Brown (2025), for example, reconceptualized imagery by emphasizing personalized metaphors created by students and proposing that teachers act more as facilitators. Drawing on the Clean Language Coaching framework (Linder-Pelz and Lawley, 2015), born out of David Grove’s psychotherapy practices, Brown proposed a five-stage process in which targeted questions guided students’ attention toward their internal sensory and metaphorical landscapes. This structured approach integrated mental processes with embodied awareness, enabling students to form imagery that stems from their individual goals and fosters autonomy rather than dependence on preexisting instruction. Brown’s proposed model appeared to stand in contrast to master-apprentice traditions and suggested that meaningful vocal change may emerge more reliably from students' unique exploration than from the teacher’s correction. The effectiveness of such a model relied heavily on the students' capacity for introspection and metaphorical thinking, which may be underdeveloped in younger learners who may focus on producing a “right” sound rather than being present in their embodied experience (Brown, 2025). In fact, the ability to observe internal physical sensations may be difficult for young singers (Blyskal, 2022). For example, the accuracy and vividness of imagery have been reported as less strong in young singing students (De Santis et al., 2022); however, exploring the reasons behind these differences would require further study, which is beyond the scope of this review. Even for advanced students, change can only be facilitated, not imposed, which may highlight one of the limits of imagery-based strategies. I might infer that the quality of the teacher-student relationship becomes central, as teachers need to skillfully guide students’ attention, be aware of their own embodied experiences, and maintain empathy. Empathy in particular has been considered to play a key role in helping teachers create a positive environment in which the students can learn better, feel included, and build trust (Helding, 2017; Brown, 2020; Manternach, 2021). In fact, Brown (2023) noted that these relational and pedagogical abilities are essential for creating the psychological conditions in which imagery work can lead to genuine learning. This highlighted both the promise and the challenge of a personalized approach to imagery. While it may support deeper engagement, its success might depend on the teacher’s ability to navigate cognitive and relational dimensions.
Another recent paper by Morales-Villar et al. (2023) introduced the MISE method (Mental Images for Singing Education), a structured communicative approach using mental imagery to support vocal learning. Their findings suggested that imagery can enhance teaching and learning of vocal techniques across levels and help formalize the language that is often used intuitively in the studio. However, the method’s complexity–requiring intensive masterclasses, workshops on neuropsychology, on body awareness, and work with expert singers–might limit its accessibility outside well-resourced higher-education settings. Working with advanced students also might raise the recurring concern that imagery-based methods may be difficult to implement with younger or less experienced students, who may struggle to interpret imagery in ways conducive to healthy vocal production (Shewell, 2020; Morales-Villar et al., 2023; Brown, 2025). Despite these issues, the MISE study appeared to support a growing effort to explain how imagery might work as both an evaluative and an educational tool. 
Another important aspect of imagery use highlighted by De Santis et al. (2022) was that imagery can enhance various skills. Their study identified six uses of imagery: enhancing kinesthetic awareness, facilitating communication, refining technique, supporting interpretation, aiding expression, and promoting teaching–along with multiple imagery types, from metaphorical to body-related and character imagery. Singers reported using imagery to improve technique, develop characters, regulate emotions, and manage performance anxiety–which has been extensively studied in the broader voice pedagogy literature (Emmons and Thomas, 2008; Titze, 2022). These findings highlighted the versatility of imagery and its potential to impact both the physiological and expressive aspects of singing.
Voice teacher and speech therapist Christina Shewell (2020) argued that imagery cues like “let the word drop in,” “breathe it down,” or “connect to your center”–which use words directed at moving deeper within the body–can help students link conscious thought with body awareness, sensation, or emotion, enriching and informing the voice. Neuroscientific models like Paul D. MacLean’s Triune Brain, which divided the brain into three areas (primal instinct, emotions and rational thoughts), supported these approaches, suggesting that imagery can activate deeper emotional and somatic processes (Pogliano, 2017; Shewell, 2020). Connected to emotional activation, Latukefu and Verenikina (2011) noted that using humorous imagery (such as “sing from your bottom”), which is purposely unscientific, can help students find clearer proprioceptive understanding and ease in singing. Such an example underscored that effective pedagogy often requires translating scientific concepts into accessible imagery or even counterintuitive cues that resonate with students’ lived experience (Vennard, 1967; McCoy, 2012; De Lillis, 2021). Yet, incorporating images that relate to students’ real-life experiences should be cautiously approached, as emotionally charged or intrusive mental imagery could cause discomfort, particularly for individuals with anxiety disorders or who are neurodivergent (Pearson et al., 2015; van den Engh, 2024). 
Subjectivity can present challenges: imagery may be misinterpreted, vary widely in effectiveness across learners, and even risk hindering progress or vocal health if teachers don’t consider individual differences (Latukefu and Verenikina, 2011; Pearson et al., 2015; De Santis, Deck and Hall, 2021; Brown, 2025). Because scientific concepts remain constant while students’ interpretations of imagery tend to differ, pedagogues have to be attentive to diverse learning styles and embodied responses (Latukefu and Verenikina, 2011; Ware, 2013). These concerns also seemed to intersect with wider pedagogical tensions. Science-centered, positivist approaches may overlook the embodied, holistic nature of singing (Brown, 2025), whereas mind-body practices such as mindfulness (Czajkowski, Greasley and Allis, 2021), Alexander Technique (Phelan, 2021), Body Mapping (Stapleton, 2024), and Feldenkrais method (Paparo, 2022) emphasize sensory awareness and integrated movement (Leigh-Post, 2015). This contrast suggests that, although scientific accuracy may be crucial in voice pedagogy, understanding the voice as an integrated system requires incorporating subjective, embodied experiences into pedagogical approaches (Czajkowski and Greasley, 2015; Paparo, 2022).

Towards New Perspectives of Embodied Self-Knowledge

Subjective embodied experience and body awareness have been increasingly recognized as critical in voice education, given the complexity of the vocal instrument (Leigh-Post, 2015; Hoch, 2020; Phelan, 2021). Voice control was found to depend on an intricate interplay of muscular, emotional, and psychological processes (Lee, 2009; Morales-Villar et al., 2023; LeBorgne and Rosenberg, 2024). Recent research has examined imagery alongside mindfulness techniques, emphasizing ways to combine cognitive, somatic, and attentional processes to enhance learning and healing (Donovan et al., 2023; Pinto, Taveres and Pozza, 2024).
The term mindfulness, meaning insight or clear seeing, originated from ancient Buddhist traditions over 2,500 years ago, and referred to a style of meditation called Vipassana (Elliott, 2010; Czajkowski, Greasley and Allis, 2021). It involves paying attention to one’s experience in the present moment without judgment or attachment, focusing voluntarily on an object, like the experience of breathing or a mantra (Elliott, 2010; Kozasa et al., 2012). Its applications have been the subject of much interest among researchers in the clinical and scientific field over the last forty years (Kozasa et al., 2012; Fox et al., 2014; Czajkowski, Greasley and Allis, 2021; Anurag et al., 2023). One significant contribution to research was the establishment of the Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction Clinic at the University of Massachusetts by scientist Jon Kabat-Zinn in 1979, which has effectively assisted patients experiencing anxiety, panic disorder, depression, and low self-esteem (Eberth and Sedlmeier, 2012; Blyskal, 2022). Furthermore, mindfulness meditation is known to improve physical and mental health and to support psychotherapy; reported benefits include improved attention, memory, and immune function (Clarkson, 2002; Fox et al., 2014; Blyskal, 2022; Anurag et al., 2023). 
Studies examining imagery combined with mindfulness have emerged from clinical contexts, particularly in relation to chronic pain (Pinto, Tavarez and Pozza, 2024). For example, a study found that employing a body-scan exercise–a practice in which attention is gradually shifted across the entire body (De Bruin, 2021)–along with visual imagery, benefited college students experiencing chronic pain and skin conditions (Bedford, 2015). The imagery used in this study included visiting a favorite place, viewing the affected area through a magnifying glass, visualizing the healing process, and imagining the illness being targeted. Notably, the study found that people able to form vivid images had a reduction of symptoms compared to people without strong imagery. Notably, individuals capable of forming vivid images benefited the most, suggesting that this capacity mediated therapeutic outcomes (Bedford, 2015). Similar results were seen in a study on immune activation in breast cancer patients, where imagery vividness again predicted greater symptom improvement (Ermin et al., 2008). These parallels might lead to the consideration of the need for prior mindfulness training to benefit from these techniques. Voice pedagogy literature remains divided on this (Hoch, 2020; Varner, 2022), and clinical interventions reporting improvements remain unclear because of the often short-lived nature of the interventions (Eberth and Sedlmeier, 2012; Pinto, Tavarez and Pozza, 2024). 
Mindfulness and imagery have also been widely used to reduce stress in individuals coping with depression, emotional exhaustion, and anxiety due to illness (Khalili, Hosseini, and Sabahi, 2022). For example, Leon-Pizarro et al. (2007), successfully integrated body-scan relaxation exercises, breathing techniques and pleasant imagery to reduce anxiety and depression in breast cancer patients. Similarly, researchers Pinto, Tavares, and Pozza (2024) reported that mindfulness and imagery interventions allowed chronic pain patients to alter their perception of pain, fostering more flexible coping strategies and enhancing quality of life.
Beyond clinical settings, several fields have investigated how imagery and various mindfulness techniques might enhance family behavioral therapy (Donovan et al., 2023), sports performance (Gutman and Gottlieb, 2024), reduction of competition anxiety (Şinoforoğlu and Yalçın, 2025), and stress regulation in individuals with chronic or acute depression (Costa and Barnhofer, 2016). Guided imagery and music (GIM) has been used in music therapy to enhance well-being among patients with cancer, chronic illnesses, and mental disorders (Clements-Cortés, 2012; McKinney et al., 2015; Jerling and Heyns, 2020; Schmid, 2025). Although mindfulness meditation—specifically awareness meditation—has been incorporated in GIM training to help therapists regulate interventions and support clients’ engagement with music, imagery, sensations, and emotions (Clarkson, 2002), no studies to date directly examined combining mindfulness meditation and guided imagery within music therapy. 
[bookmark: OLE_LINK2]Despite this interdisciplinary interest, limited research has examined these techniques combined within music or voice education. One emerging example is a study in general music pedagogy by Sandra Fortuna (2017), which explored a multisensory approach that united embodiment, sound, and visualization. However, it is important to distinguish between visualization, which mainly involves visual mental images, and imagery, which involves multiple senses (Grover, 2024). Fortuna’s study involved only visualization and did not specifically examine mindfulness, but recognized embodied awareness and sensory engagement in musical learning. Emphasizing metaphor, visualization, and movement as key teaching methods shared similarities with Dalcroze Eurhythmics, which used body movement to internalize musical features and create a multisensory image of sound (Juntunen, 2002). This also aligned with neuroscientific theories suggesting that perception results from integrating multiple sensory inputs; for example, sound can be experienced through touch and can evoke imagery, energy, fluency, and rhythmic periodicity (Zbikowski, 2008; Fortuna, 2017). Such approaches seem to parallel somatic methods used in singing, including the Alexander Technique and the Feldenkrais Method, which support vocal learning by increasing attentiveness to body sensations and alignment (Phelan, 2021; Paparo, 2022). These methods highlight that singing mechanisms are rooted in embodied self-awareness and the ability to enhance it (Paparo, 2022). 
The research question that informed this review was how imagery can support embodied self-knowledge, especially through mindfulness practices. While links among music therapy, somatic practice, and neuroscience were promising, voice pedagogy has not yet explored this integration in peer-reviewed studies. It is likely that many voice teachers already try to incorporate elements of mindfulness or meditation informally within their private studios, as suggested by Bliskal (2022). To date, only three peer-reviewed studies have examined the effects of mindfulness on singers, and none identified imagery as an impactful component, even though mental images were part of these interventions (Czajkowski and Greasley, 2015; Czajkowski, Greasley and Allis, 2021; Ornoy and Cohen, 2022). This may be due to the small sample sizes and narrow focus of these three studies, which often combined multiple mindfulness methods and therefore did not isolate the possible contribution of imagery to vocal learning. 
However, imagery has been an integral part of meditation practices for centuries, particularly within Taoist and Buddhist traditions (Nash, 2022; Cohen, 2005). For instance, teacher Ken Cohen released exact instructions on ancient Taoist imagery healing practices (Cohen, 2005). These ancient practices, originating in the third century BC in China, were described as capable of activating states of deep focus that modern neuroscience have associated with Alpha-Theta state–brain states linked to relaxation, creativity, and heightened intuition (Cohen, 2005; Gruzelier et al., 2014; Hillier, 2023). Anecdotally, the author has also observed the growing popularity of meditation applications such as Insight Timer and Calm, which frequently incorporate guided imagery and visualization. Despite the long-standing integration of imagery and meditation across meditation traditions, voice pedagogy has not incorporated these practices in peer-reviewed research, showing a disconnect between traditional wisdom, modern therapeutic applications, and vocal education.

CONCLUSION
This review set out to explore the role of imagery in voice pedagogy, with particular attention to its historical roots, modern development, and emerging links with mindfulness and embodied self-knowledge practices. Over the past two centuries, imagery has remained a consistent teaching tool in higher education and private teaching studios (Freed, 2000; Ware, 2013; Brown, 2023), but it has often been criticized for being subjective and lacking systematic science-based support (Miller, 1996; De Lillis, 2021). While early traditions relied on metaphor and oral transmission, more recent scientific approaches have sought to explain vocal mechanisms through empirical research, often viewing imagery as a secondary educational tool or as problematic (Miller 1996; Freed, 2000). This literature review has suggested that the tension between traditional practices and science-based approaches continues to shape contemporary debates in voice pedagogy (De Lillis, 2021; Brown, 2023). At the same time, recent scholarship highlighted a renewed interest in imagery, particularly when embodied and cognitive processes are being included (Shewell, 2020: Brown, 2025). Practically, studies have suggested that imagery can be most effective when it is personalized, co-constructed with the student, and grounded in their embodied experience rather than imposed as a fixed metaphor (Latukefu & Verenikina, 2011; Brown, 2025). A central finding of this review was that the use of imagery has not been codified, and its effectiveness appeared to depend on individual perception, emotional context, relational dynamics, and the pedagogical environment (Freed, 2000; Pogliano, 2017; Shewell 2020). This variability may contribute to the limited empirical research available.
Advancements in neuroscience have shown the similarities between imagery and perception (Pearson et al., 2015) and embodied educational methods like the Alexander Technique have shown that perception, attention, and imagery affect motor learning and coordination (Phelan, 2021). Research in clinical and therapeutic contexts further demonstrated that imagery–especially when combined with mindfulness-based practices–can support mental and physical wellbeing, healing processes, and enhance physical performance (Costa and Barnhofer, 2016; Gutman and Gottlieb, 2024; Pinto, Tavares, and Pozza, 2024). This review has highlighted a gap in voice pedagogy research: despite widespread informal use of imagery and growing interest in mindfulness-based approaches, there is no peer-reviewed work examining how these elements might intersect to support embodied self-knowledge in singers. As a result, much current practice appears to remain undocumented and relies on individual teachers’ experience. 
Reflecting on my own professional practice through Johns’ mode of reflection (Parker and Johns, 2003) has reinforced the importance of approaching imagery with increased intentionality. While imagery can support learning, it cannot be assumed to function uniformly across students, and its use requires sensitivity to individual differences, relational dynamics, and context (Shewell, 2020; Brown, 2025). This reflective process has also made clear that my understanding of imagery is still evolving, and that further study is necessary.
In conclusion, imagery occupies a complex position within voice pedagogy. It appears to be widely used in practice but scarcely researched and theorized. It may be valuable to examine additional grey literature in future investigations, given the current lack of peer-reviewed papers in voice pedagogy that practically address imagery and connect it to mindfulness techniques. Furthermore, future research would benefit from exploring imagery in singing through interdisciplinary and practice-based approaches, particularly those that integrate mindfulness and other methods that enhance embodied self-knowledge. Such work could contribute to more nuanced and effective ways of supporting vocal learning while acknowledging the subjective nature of the singing experience.

CRITICAL REFLECTION 
This critical reflection will follow Johns’ reflective mode of reflection, which is a framework that utilizes five cue questions: description of experience, reflection, influencing factors, evaluation and learning (Parker and Johns, 2003; Johns, 2013). I chose this framework mainly because I had studied and used it earlier in my master’s program and found it both easy to understand and accessible. Additionally, given the time constraints of the present study, I found it important to work with a reflective model I already understood, rather than trying to learn and apply a new framework superficially.
Using John’s first cue ‘description of experience’, I reflected on my recent study ‘Effects of a Mindfulness-Based Body Scan Meditation in Online Voice Lessons’. One of the most interesting findings of this study was the frequency with which participants spontaneously reported unique imagery that emerged during both the body-scan and singing components of the exercise. These images appeared without being explicitly prompted and participants reported them as helpful for vocal ease and body awareness. This observation led me to think more critically about my own teaching practice. For example, I often rely on my creativity or prior learning experiences rather than a clear rationale for using imagery. 
Through Johns’ second cue, reflection, I began connecting this observation to neuroscientific concepts I had recently learned while studying for a certification course. In particular, I learned that singing relies on complex, largely unconscious neural processes, as many areas of the brain need to be activated before any sound is produced (Moss Erickson, 2025). A question arose: If singing occurs partly unconsciously, can imagery, a conscious process used as a teaching tool, effectively support singing mechanisms? I discovered through reviewing literature that imagery, specifically imagined experiences, can affect the body and the voice because it activates many of the same neural regions involved in sensory perception (Shewell, 2020). I also reflected on other techniques used by singing teachers, including myself, such as the Alexander Technique, the Feldenkrais Method, and Body Mapping, all of which suggest a link between conscious attention to bodily sensations and improved singing mechanisms (Phelan, 2021). This reflection helped me see a connection between conscious attention to the body and the unconscious motor coordination involved in singing, which has informed the structure of this paper.
Using Johns’ third cue, influencing factors, I consulted existing literature to gain a deeper understanding of how imagery has been explored in connection with singing. I discovered scarce available literature, particularly regarding the relationship between imagery and singing practice. An important discovery was the work of Brown (2023) and her subsequent publication, which provided both a literature review and a new way of conceptualizing imagery in singing. This offered an important foundation and motivation for this study. However, aside from her work and a small number of additional sources (Ware, 2013; Shewell, 2020; De Lillis, 2021), I found that imagery has not been directly engaged with in voice pedagogy in recent years. Instead, much of the discussion continues to revolve around the long-standing debate between scientific and artistic approaches to singing, which has enveloped voice pedagogy since the 19th century (De Santis, Deck and Hall, 2021).
What also became evident was the lack of detailed, practical guidance on how imagery could be used in teaching. While some older books on vocal technique mentioned imagery, they seemed to lack explanations of how these images are created or used in practice (Vennard, 1967; Freed, 2000). As imagery originated from a teaching tradition steeped in oral transmission rather than codified methods (Brown, 2023), I realized how much practical knowledge has never been documented or empirically studied. Through this stage of reflection–corresponding to Johns’ fourth cue, evaluation–I came to understand imagery as a historically complex practice that continues to occupy a place between science and art. Scientific advancements seem to have further complicated this long-standing debate, as every new discovery has the power to reshape and amplify the discussion about whether imagery belongs to the realm of art or science. Moreover, I was struck by a gap in the literature: despite evidence that imagery remains widely used in contemporary teaching (Ware, 2013), there is relatively little peer-reviewed or grey literature documenting its current applications. This gap suggested that imagery remains mostly implicit, not theorized, and behind the doors of higher education institutions or private voice studios.
Imagery’s subjective nature–shaped by each teacher’s experiences and each student’s interpretations–may partly explain why it has not been codified into methods. This subjectivity factor also complicates research, as imagery is inherently shaped by memories, emotion, and personal relations (Shewell, 2020), which led me to recognize even more its complexity and interdisciplinary value.
Finally, reflecting on Johns’ fifth cue, learning, I became increasingly aware that the effectiveness of imagery may depend not only on the images themselves but also on the relational and pedagogical context in which they are introduced. As voice pedagogy has gradually shifted toward more student-centered approaches—where teachers act as facilitators and co-learners rather than authoritative transmitters of knowledge (Sherwood, 2023)—the relational dimension of teaching seemed central. I have certainly seen its importance in my own private studio practice. The level of trust between teacher and student, and individual learning styles, may all shape how imagery is received and interpreted. This realization reinforced my sense that imagery cannot be understood solely as a technical tool but must be examined as a relational and experiential process shaped by student-teacher interaction, context, and individual perception. 
Furthermore, in my quest to determine whether there are links between mindfulness techniques and imagery, given its appearance in my study, I identified new studies in clinical fields that are beginning to explore this connection (Khalili, Hosseini, and Sabahi, 2022; Pinto, Tavares, and Pozza, 2024). Although no literature currently connects it to voice pedagogy, it was interesting to explore, even though briefly and surely superficially, the existence of this link in literature, as I might explore it further in future studies. 
Finally, reflecting on my own learning throughout this study and its implications for my teaching practice, I have come to recognize the need for greater nuance in how I use imagery with my students. While a particular image may occasionally be effective for a student, it cannot be assumed to work universally, which I have often observed in practice. This process has further made clear that my learning as a teacher is ongoing. While this study has deepened my awareness of imagery’s potential value and historical and pedagogical complexity, it has also revealed significant gaps in both the literature and my own knowledge. 
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