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How can mindfulness be used as part of a body awareness strategy for singers in the online voice studio?

INTRODUCTION

Mindfulness has been described as a way to pay attention to the experience of the present moment without judgment or attachment (Elliott, 2010; Eberth and Sedlmeier, 2012; Verhaeghen, 2017; Blyskal, 2022), and 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). Body awareness was defined as the capacity to perceive internal body sensations, including body’s position, movements and the relationship with the surrounding physical environment (Mehling et al., 2009; Pérez-Peña et al., 2022). The connection between successful singing and practices that enhance body awareness has been widely explored in the last several decades (Leigh-Post, 2015). In fact, elements of Yoga, Meditation, Body Mapping, the Feldenkrais method and the Alexander Technique, have been incorporated by voice teachers in their private studios and universities across the globe (Leigh-Post, 2015; Hoch, 2020; Phelan, 2021). These mind-body practices have also helped to shape the concept of the whole body as the singing instrument, which has been further developed and refined by some studies that highlighted numerous benefits for singers–improved self-awareness, vocal efficiency, function and expression (Tillotson Bauer, 2016; Paparo, 2022; Varner, 2022). In recent years researchers have questioned if mindfulness could influence body awareness, and while there were not many studies on the subject, some findings appeared to support a positive answer (Pérez-Peña et al., 2022). 

The aim of this paper was to reflect on the available cross-disciplinary literature on mindfulness to find a body awareness strategy to be implemented in online voice lessons. In order to facilitate in-depth reflection of this learning process, I used Johns’ 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). Using the first cue, description of experience, I noticed a certain disconnect and confusion in my teaching practice when asking students to pay attention to their internal sensations during vocal exercises or repertoire’s passages. Applying Johns’ second cue, I reflected on what and if I had done anything to address this issue, discovering some internal and external influencing factors (Johns’ third cue) that I hadn’t previously considered. For instance, having experienced some issues teaching online, especially technical difficulties and lack of students’ attention, led me to start investigating ways to help students the same way I would in a classroom. 
In fact, it has been broadly reported that teaching online can pose some challenges to both the teacher and the student’s learning process (Vaizman, 2022). Some of the most cited issues were communication difficulties, internet connection instability, poor sound quality and student’s emotional detachment (King, Prior and Waddington-Jones, 2019; Maxfield, 2020; Vaizman, 2022). Over the last two decades I have received training in some mindfulness practices and body-awareness methods (the Alexander Technique, Body Mapping, mindfulness meditation, movement and visualization meditation). I found these techniques very useful, helping to reduce daily stress and improving attention and body awareness when singing and teaching. At this point of my reflection I started using Johns’ fourth cue, evaluation: I considered how I approached each student, and how I could help them understand their instrument, their voice, and create opportunities for them to increase body awareness even though separated by distance and a computer screen. If mindfulness practices could improve body awareness, how may I integrate elements of mindfulness into online voice lessons? Throughout this learning process I understood that I could not successfully outline a teaching strategy that included mindfulness tools until I had completed every phase of my research. As a result, I focused on the last cue question of my reflection, learning, in my final discussion.

My inclusion criteria for the literature search included mostly peer reviewed papers with a science-based approach to mindfulness. Considering the recent shift in education toward online learning (Maxfield, 2020; Hrabluk, 2023), and the lack of research on mindfulness for singers before 2015 (Czajkowski and Greasley, 2015), I included literature mainly from the last decade. However, five studies were chosen that were written prior to 2014 in order to demonstrate how, over the last two decades, research on mindfulness in different fields has been fruitful, paving the way for its application in other disciplines (Elliott, 2010; Kozasa et al., 2012). Young voices, children and young teenagers, were not included in this paper for two reasons: first, I work mostly with adults and young adults, and second, children and teenagers would still be developing mentally and physically (Beardall and Furcron, 2019; Bunoti, Tumwesigye and Atuyambe, 2022) and so would require more in-depth investigation and competences that are out of the scope of this paper.

Finally, in order to integrate mindfulness techniques in online singing lessons, I had to think about my ethical position as a teacher, especially considering the emotional impact that some mindfulness practices may have on students with traumatic history or who identify as neurodivergent (Hoch, 2020; van den Engh, 2024; Wästlund, Salvesen and Stige, 2024). Assuming that it would be necessary for a teacher to undergo a certain mindfulness training, I researched which type of trainings could be most beneficial (Ornoy and Cohen, 2022). 

WHY MINDFULNESS AND HOW IT CONNECTS TO BODY AWARENESS

The term mindfulness, translated as insight or clear seeing, can be traced back to ancient Buddhist traditions (from at least 2,500 years ago) and it refers to a style of meditation called Vipassana (Elliott, 2010; Czajkowski, Greasley and Allis, 2021). It has been defined as paying attention to one’s experience in the present moment without judgment or attachment, and entails a voluntary focusing on one object, such as the experience of breathing or a repetitive mantra (Elliott, 2010; Kozasa et al., 2012). 
Even though it has been practiced for centuries, its secular practice has been researched only in recent decades in clinical fields (Eberth and Sedlmeier, 2012; Czajkowski, Greasley and Allis, 2021). One large contribution to research has been the creation of the Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction Clinic at the University of Massachusetts by scientist Jon Kabat-Zinn in 1979, which has been successful in helping patients presenting symptoms of anxiety, panic disorder, depression, and low self-esteem (Eberth and Sedlmeier, 2012; Blyskal, 2022). Improved attention, memory, and immune function were some of the benefits reported by many studies that employed mindfulness interventions (Fox et al., 2014; Blyskal, 2022; Anurag et al., 2023). Luders, Cherubin and Gaser (2016) found that the brain of long-term meditators were structurally different (thicker and more connected cortical areas) and suggested that meditation can increase longevity, protecting the brain from the atrophy that naturally occurs with aging. 

As I continued to read studies on mindfulness interventions, it became progressively apparent that practicing mindfulness can detectably improve health and cognitive functions, especially attention (Jha, Krompinger and Baime, 2007; Lutz et al., 2008; Kozasa et al., 2012). I was particularly interested in finding out if there was a clear link between mindfulness practices and increased body awareness, and even though mindfulness hasn’t been investigated much in the music domain, some literature confirmed a link. For instance, the participants of a study by Czajkowski, Greasley and Allis (2021) reported that learning mindfulness brought more focus and attention to their practice and expanded body awareness when practicing singing techniques. In fact, interoception (the sensations related to the human autonomic nervous system, such as breathing, heartbeat, satiety, and emotions), and proprioception (the physiological and psychological perception of body movement and position), have been thoroughly investigated as the two primary facets of conscious body experience (Paparo, 2022; Pérez-Peña et al., 2022). Two studies on proprioception and mindfulness found that mindfulness-based interventions were possibly improving body awareness (Pérez-Peña et al., 2022), and that there was a detectable link between mindfulness and accuracy of body awareness (Treves et al., 2019). 
THE VOICE AS YOUR WHOLE BODY

As singers can never be separated from their instrument, some pedagogues have originated methods–the Alexander Technique and the Feldenkrais method were two of the most well-known–that enhanced a kinesthetic experience of singing, where the whole body became the vocal instrument (Neely 2016; Tillotson Bauer, 2016). The role of Kinesthesia–defined as the sense that detects body movement and position–has been at the heart of these methods as it deeply connected to proprioception, profoundly informing the singing process (Tillotson Bauer, 2016). When the whole body functioned as the vocal instrument, maintaining a relaxed body could lead to a relaxed throat, larynx, articulation and help the voice open to free resonance and accurate registration (Tillotson Bauer, 2016).

Phelan (2021) described the Alexander Technique as a method which retrains the habitual response people have to movements in common daily tasks–facilitating efficient postural alignment and allowing the body to release unnecessary tension. He continued saying that practicing it led him “to a more integrated self while singing, thus, building conscious awareness” (p 131). Similarly, the Feldenkrais method was described as a technique that can improve sensory accuracy by retraining habitual movement patterns–instructing students on how to move more efficiently through sequences of gentle physical movements (Paparo, 2022; Neely, 2016). Even though studies on the Feldenkrais method for singers were limited, a recent study on the experience of a 7-week Feldenkrais course reported heightened body awareness that informed singing and helped vocal efficiency (Paparo, 2022). 

As I continued to investigate new techniques I came across Fitzmaurice Voicework and Ziva Meditation. Fitzmaurice Voicework used conscious relaxation and shiver-like tremors during yoga-inspired poses to reduce physical and breath tension (Flock, 2021). Ziva Meditation combined a mindfulness meditation–easing the body into a restful state using a mantra–with a phase of introspection in which the students were encouraged to clarify their future aspirations (Flock, 2021). Reduced anxiety, increased concentration, awareness, and improved experience of singing were some of the benefits reported by students undergoing a few weeks of Ziva meditation practices (Flock, 2021). Body Mapping has been another body awareness method commonly employed by voice teachers, as it can help correct and adjust one’s body map–the internal representation of the body’s skeletal, muscular and mechanical characteristics in the brain (Hoch, 2020). Through self-observation and self-inquiry Body Mapping can help students to recognize the source of inefficient movements, release tension and produce accurate and well-coordinated motions (Hoch 2020; Stapleton, 2024).

Over the years, one problem I have frequently encountered with students is how to help them to access body awareness, which seemed to be caused by body and emotional tension. Using Johns’ second cue (reflection), I considered what I have done to help them so far. In retrospect, I have been a big proponent of your voice as your whole-body idea, trying to present this concept and ways to practically access it from the very first lesson. I have also often integrated some elements of the Alexander Technique and Body Mapping in voice lessons, and in many cases I have observed slow progress in the students’ release of tension and overall vocal improvement. However, I have never applied mindfulness techniques aimed at enhancing body awareness in the short amount of time I spend with my students. Some internal factors that have held me back were my feelings of doubt around not being professionally trained in mindfulness practices and, for that reason, I decided to explore more deeply what literature had to offer.

MINDFULNESS FOR SINGERS 

Czajkowski and Greasley (2015) conducted what is known to be the first study on the effects of mindfulness on singers, and it consisted of an 8-week course of group classes and a retreat day. It involved breathing meditation, gentle yoga movements, mindful body scanning–systematically shifting one’s attention throughout the body, head to toe–walking and eating meditation, and daily practices at home. The results indicated that practicing mindfulness exercises before singing had a series of positive effects: improved awareness of body perceptions, musculature control, pitch accuracy,
reduction of shoulders and neck’s tension, and improved breath control. These series of mindful preparations seemed to also have a calming effect in getting the participants ready for singing and helping them practice more constructively on their own (Czajkowski and Greasley, 2015). 

I reflected on my worries about incorporating additional time for mindfulness exercises into my frequently brief one-to-one singing lessons, as it could take away time from singing. To the contrary, Blyskal (2022) suggested that there can be many opportunities for teachers to include mindfulness practices, starting with taking a minute at the beginning of the lesson for some breathing awareness, or body scanning and gentle mindful movements. The mindfulness practice could also be taught during the first few lessons and then the student could be encouraged to practice it just before the beginning of future lessons (Blyskal, 2022). There was agreement among authors about mindfulness practices that can be used as supportive practices during a lesson, for example paying attention to daily tasks, journaling, labeling thoughts and feelings, mindful listening, and using singing bowls (Tillotson Bauer, 2016; VanKuiken et al., 2017; Hoch, 2020; Czajkowski, Greasley and Allis, 2021; Blyskal, 2022). 

At this point of my study, using Johns’ reflection cue, I considered the difference between students that may occur while practicing mindfulness: some students may feel very comfortable, while others may have difficulties being still for more than a few seconds. Neurodiversity and trauma could be among the root causes of such difficulties and pass unnoticed to the untrained eye (van den Engh, 2024; Wästlund, Salvesen and Stige, 2024). This brought me to evaluate how deeply trained a teacher should be in order to have a set of mindfulness tools large enough to quickly adapt to different students. Hoch (2020) discouraged teachers with little meditation experience to simply try what they know on students, but instead lean on pre-existing resources in written texts and recordings that could be used as scripts. Varner (2022) instead specifically encouraged teachers saying that they didn’t need to be experts and should consider 
a series of simple mindful approaches. The level of depth and complexity of mindfulness interventions may be the cause of such different opinions. I tended to agree with a cautious approach, one that suggested preparatory training. Wästlund, Salvesen and Stige (2024) studied mindfulness and compassion interventions in the treatment of trauma and noted that mindfulness required hard work for the participants of their study, often activating grief in the process. In fact, mindfulness practices could elicit emotional responses and negative thoughts in students, suggesting the necessity for teachers not only to be trained but also to ask students for permission to use these techniques beforehand (Hoch, 2020). 

Reflecting on the possible emotional impact of mindfulness, I came across a paper in which Blyskal (2022) suggested to add moments of silence throughout the lesson to encourage mindfulness, giving the students time to process their sensations and thoughts, and the opportunity to release tension. The type of relationship between teacher and student can also play a crucial role in allowing the student to feel safe and relaxed (Stephenson, 2018; Forbes and Bartlett, 2020). I’ve tried to build my relationship with students on empathy and connection principles, but I have rarely used moments of silence as an active way of gently guiding them towards more mindful presence. 

The present research seemed to intersect in many ways with techniques I was already familiar with–including traditional forms of Tibetan Buddhist breathing meditation (McLeod, 2001), the Presence Process–a 10-week mantra and breathing based meditation (Brown, 2010), and body scanning connected to the perception of the space surrounding one’s body (Dispenza, 2012). However, using Johns’ evaluation cue, I began to think about using pre-existing mindfulness recordings as an additional resource for students, and also employing mindfulness as a simple tool throughout the lessons. Considering the large range of students’ needs I may encounter, I concluded that it would be necessary to be trained in unfamiliar mindfulness practices and to consider ethical implications along the way.

THE ONLINE VOICE LESSON, FERTILE LEARNING GROUND OR FOE?

At this stage of my research, I had to evaluate the learning environment I was considering: online lessons. Singing studios around the globe have moved from in-person to online lessons only recently and quite abruptly, disrupting the way voice lessons have been taught for centuries, and forcing teachers to modify the dependable educational rhythms they were used to (Maxfield, 2020). Some of the most notable issues reported have been technology issues, poor sound quality, communication (subtle interpersonal cues harder to grasp), the amount of conversation versus the quality of direct teaching, and poor attentiveness of students (King, Prior and Waddington-Jones, 2019; Maxfield, 2020; Váradi et al., 2024). In a study by Vaizman (2022) some music educators noted a decline in teacher-student connectiveness caused by the lessons’ instability, which consequently caused a decrease in their students’ motivation and self-esteem. Other teachers instead highlighted a renewed closeness caused by the special attention they were paying to their students. In fact, it seemed that the technical issues pushed the teachers to build a new set of tools and heightened hearing sense, especially when their vision was limited by a partial or poor screen view of the student (Vaizman, 2022). Hrabluk (2023) noted that the advantage of an online environment was that the students can choose what to show of themselves and their space, pointing their camera where they wish and deciding what they would like to keep private. This type of control over one’s privacy seemed to indicate that online music lessons can create a safe and reliable environment for students (Hrabluk, 2023). 

I reflected on what seemed to be the progression of an online voice lesson: it may initially feel slow to start, due to the many potential technical roadblocks, but in time, it may grow into a fruitful and safe learning environment. I evaluated how mindfulness could be inserted in a context that can be private for the student, and perhaps in which the attention to one’s internal body perceptions and relaxed state could be accessed and maintained. 
To my knowledge, online mindfulness interventions for singers have been very limited in published literature. For instance, Ornoy and Cohen (2022) considered the effects of mindfulness meditation on vocal proficiency with a short-term online intervention study. Their aim was to understand whether mindfulness methods would improve pitch, intonation, dynamics and resonation using a mix of methods (breathing and relaxation methods, body scanning, basic yoga, daily meditation and a gratitude journal). Their findings suggested tendencies for vocal improvements but overall limited influence of such methods in the short-term. However, there have been many successful studies on stress reduction utilizing online mindfulness training methods, primarily for health professionals and generally in the workplace (Gupta, Kemper and Lynn, 2018; Beshai et al., 2020). Bégin et al. (2022) mentioned in their study on the use of mobile meditation applications, the vast success of Apps such as Headspace and Calm, which spiked during the Pandemic to respect social distancing limitations. Online mindfulness tools have been easy to find just by opening the application store on my cell phone, and I have informally tried several of them, but it remained to be studied what could be potentially and successfully used during a voice lesson.


DISCUSSION 

Strategy and Practice Development

Based on what has emerged from this research and my prior training, I concluded that I had gathered sufficient mindfulness tools to create a simple strategy to apply to my online voice lessons. Since adding mindfulness practices to my lessons would be a novel experience, I thought that it would be beneficial to my students and to my learning process to start using this strategy with a small number of students (five adult students) for a set number of lessons (eight online voice lessons). During this time, I would guide the students through short mindfulness exercises as follows. 


Strategy: the lesson would start with a body scan followed by a short breathing meditation focused on the act of breathing. Both body scanning and breathing meditations have been successfully used in mindfulness interventions (Czajkowski and Greasley, 2015; Blyskal, 2022; Ornoy and Cohen, 2022) and starting a lesson with both could enhance body awareness, release body tension and deepen the student’s breathing mechanisms (Czajkowski, Greasley and Allis, 2021; Blyskal, 2022). Throughout the lesson I would include a few minutes of gentle mindful movements–mindful walking in the student’s room and mindful stretching. As suggested by Blyskal (2022) I would encourage the student to take a moment of silence at the end of the song they are practicing during the lesson in order to process their performance before giving my feedback. I would also encourage the students to begin their practice at home with a pre-recorded body scan and meditation (recorded during the lesson), daily mindful listening–of their voices when singing and speaking–and journaling. 

Some ethical considerations: I reflected on how this strategy would affect my students, if there would be some physical or psychological limitations to consider, my own training level and biases. Firstly, I would ask for permission to use these mindfulness tools and record them (Hoch, 2020), and second, I would give my students the option of keeping their eyes open or closed during meditation and turning off their screen during mindful movements (Hrabluk, 2023). I also realized that my perception and expectation of my students’ emotional responses has been always biased by my own emotional reactions from the time I was a voice student myself. In light of that and considering that mindfulness practices have been found to elicit strong emotional responses (Hoch, 2020; van den Engh, 2024), I decided to keep these practices short and scattered throughout each lesson. Finally, I created a Personal Development Plan (see PDP1 in Appendix one) to address further areas of practice development based on the application of this strategy. The plan starts with the strategy and then moves through four phases in which I gradually assess the usefulness of this strategy. 



Reflection on Further Learning Development

At the end of this entire study, using the learning cue in Johns’ mode of reflection, I understood that my learning journey has only just begun, and I was still unsure if and what further mindfulness training would be necessary. Since I discovered that there can be many ways to practice mindfulness, tracing back to ancient Buddhist traditions (Elliott, 2010; Czajkowski, Greasley and Allis, 2021), I found it necessary to create a plan for further learning development (see PDP2 in Appendix two).
This personal development plan has a five-month tentative completion target date. Its overall objective is to learn, and possibly exercise, mindfulness practices in order to form and refine a study idea for my next Master’s learning assignment. It will include researching literature, watching available video workshops on the subject, exploring mindfulness Apps, listening to podcasts, exercising mindfulness and journaling about my experience. 

CONCLUSION 

Mindfulness practices have been researched in clinical fields in recent decades and have shown a number of psychological, physiological and physical benefits (Eberth and Sedlmeier, 2012; Fox et al., 2014; Czajkowski, Greasley and Allis, 2021; Blyskal, 2022; Anurag et al., 2023). Mindfulness for singers has only been studied in recent years suggesting some benefits, especially when practiced before singing–improved body awareness, pitch accuracy, and reduction of body tension (Czajkowski and Greasley, 2015). While reflecting on this entire study using the five cue questions in Johns’ mode of reflection, I understood that my learning journey has only begun–partly due to my inexperience, and partly to the lack of studies on this topic. In fact, new research on mindfulness for singers would be highly valuable for teachers, especially in connection with online instruction. Throughout this process I have deepened my understanding of the role of Kinesthesia and its contributions to body awareness, with methods such as the Alexander Technique, the Feldenkrais method and Body Mapping (Hoch, 2020; Phelan, 2021). Considering the connection between mindfulness and body awareness that has emerged (Czajkowski and Greasley, 2015), I have created a simple strategy to use in my teaching practice to start learning about the effects of mindfulness practices applied to online singing lessons. I have also learned that there was agreement among researchers about the challenges of online lessons due to the lack of direct contact with the students, poor communication quality and technology issues (King, Prior and Waddington-Jones, 2019; Maxfield, 2020). However, teaching online was also found to be a trusting learning environment as the student can practice in the privacy of their own space (Hrabluk, 2023). Finally, I have created two Personal Development Plans: one to assess the efficacy of my strategy (PDP1), and the other to explore further methods for cultivating the mind-body connection and enhancing body awareness (PDP2).
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