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THE B ENEFITS AND C HALLENGES OF TEACHING MUSIC TO PUPILS W ITH AUTISM

A I L BHE O  H A LLORAN

C S E NID

Overview
•Rationale for MGS and CSENID partnership

•Benefits of teaching music to pupils with autism

• Positive outcomes for pupils

• Positive outcomes for MGS tutors

•Challenges of teaching music to pupils with autism 

• Dyad of impairments

• MGS tutors perspectives 
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Rationale for the partnership

• Rise in the number of children and young people with SEN accessing MGS

programmes was challenging the musicians

• MGS and CSENID established a Research and Training partnership

• The delivery of music programmes to children and young people with SEN

• Initial focus on the inclusion of pupils with autism in MGS programmes
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Inclusion of pupils with autism in MGS 
programmes

Phase One:

• 2 day training on autism: June 2015

• Con Tutti Discovering Music programme: June - September 2015

Phase Two:

• Multiple Case Study: September - December 2015
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Phase Two: Data Collection
Quantitative Data

• Systematic observation tool (Blatchford and Webster, 2014)

Qualitative Data

• Pre and post implementation focus groups with MGS tutors

• Semi-structured observation of tutors competencies (Jones et al, 2009)

• Written feedback to MGS tutors following observations

• Reflective Journals MGS tutors

• Semi-structured interview of class teacher

• Focus group with two class teachers

Data Analysis

• Thematic
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1. Perspectives 
and Attitudes 

towards 
including pupils 

with ASD in MGS 
programmes

2. Professional 
Development
for MGS tutors 
working with 

pupils with ASD

3. Methodologies 
and Strategies to 

promote the 
inclusion of 

pupils with ASD 
in MGS 

programmes

4. Impact of MGS 
classes on 

pupils with ASD

5. Building 
Relationships
through music
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The Benefits of Teaching Music to Pupils 
with Autism

• Positive outcomes for the pupil

• Positive outcomes for the MGS tutors
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Positive outcomes for pupils: 
Observed enjoyment 
• Pupil enjoyment was evidenced in systematic observations, teacher interviews and

reflective journals

• The pupils enjoyed

• Using variety of instruments

• Dancing and moving

• Repeating songs every week

• Use of visual supports

• Using the schedule

• The turn-taking rota
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Positive outcomes for pupils: 
Observed enjoyment 

• I can’twait for this. This is so much fun! (Pupil)

• I noticed how well the turn taking schedule works and makes lesson run very smooth and

is enjoyable and empowering for the children (Tutor)

• The lesson was a great success. This was evident in the enjoyment and participation of all

the pupils involved. At the end of the lesson there was a positive energy in the group. The

pupilswere confident, socially engaged and happy (Researcher)
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Positive outcomes for pupils: 
Observed enjoyment 

• The students looked forward to Friday. They often commented that the music

tutors will be with us tomorrow. I noticed them singing some of the songs,

especially the welcome song or the goodbye song just spontaneously any time

during the week. They wanted to take turns on who was going to be greeted first.

That was really very positive (Class Teacher)
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Positive outcomes for pupils: 
Evidence of learning 

• Evidence of pupil learning was identified in systematic observations, during

the mid way review meeting, during teacher interviews and in the reflective

journals

• Pupils gained knowledge in areas such as tempo, song, pitch and rhythm

• Exposed to a range of music skills, instruments, knowledge and musical

experiences
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Positive outcomes for pupils: 
Evidence of learning 

•We used paper plates without music and then repeated with music (Can Can).

Both were fun and worked. At one point (without music) the group were all

keeping a solid beat – very pleasing (Music Tutor)

• I think a huge benefit of Music Generation is that they introduced them to

instruments that we wouldn’t ever have access to because they have a bank of

instruments (Class Teachers)
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Positive outcomes for pupils: 
What the tutors did to encourage learning
• Tutors implemented an adapted programme

• Differentiation of content, process and product to facilitate range of abilities and

individuals strengths and needs (Charman et al, 2011)

• Concretised abstract language and emotions through the use of visuals and

functional activities

• A spiral approach was necessary to reinforce and build on prior learning

• Used key terms consistently
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Positive outcomes for pupils: 
What the tutors did to encourage learning

• As the tutors got to know the students, they could read their moods

and interact at the various levels, at the level the child was capable of. I

knew they were increasing their language for some of them and maybe

saying words or repeating a word for others (Class Teacher)
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Positive outcomes for pupils: 
Interactions
• Autism is characterised by impairment of social communication and social

interaction (APA, 2013)

• Typical children with autism often find interaction with adults and peers

challenging (Jones et al, 2009)

• Music classes have been demonstrated to promote social interaction with peers

and tutors (Simpson and Keen, 2011)
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Positive outcomes for pupils: 
Interactions
• Observed and recorded interactions between tutor/pupil, pupil/tutor and pupil/peer at the

beginning and end of the programme

• Objective was to gain insight into how the tutors may be able to adapt their practice to

encourage more interaction so as to fully include the pupils with autism in music lessons

• Evidence of improved interactions for some of the pupils with autism during observations and in

the reflective journals
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Positive outcomes for pupils: 
Interactions between tutor/pupil
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7 minute intervals

Positive outcomes for pupils: 
Interactions between pupil/tutor
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7 minute intervals
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Positive outcomes for pupils: 
Interactions between pupil/tutor

• Session 8 in one school was described as a turning point for one music tutor in terms of 
interaction with pupils

The session today was... inspiring, beautiful and rewarding! You can change the world through

music. The children responded so well to suggested rota for turn taking, loved the reversed

movement. Even a child who had decided not to take part was getting involved – so rewarding. I

felt the class was in great control and enjoyed movement and emotion activity immensely. Josh

was vocal today more than ever and Kim and Cian were engaged – I even got a thumbs up. 

Children who would usually never use eye contact were connecting with us as tutors – Amazing!!

(Music Tutor)
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Positive outcomes for pupils: 
Interactions between pupil/peer
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7 minute intervals

Positive outcomes for pupils: 
Interactions

• I consider that a lot more peer to peer interaction took place …. we wouldn’t

really have considered that because the children can isolate themselves

sometimes. That was a learning curve and to see how they responded after a few

weeks was great and very rewardingas well (Music Tutor)
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Positive Outcomes for pupils: 
Relationships
• Evidence of relationships identified in systematic observations, during the mid-way review

meeting, during teacher interviews and in the reflective journals

• Establishing good relationships are a key standard in working with individuals with ASD

(Jones et al, 2009)

• Both of the tutors have great personalities and excellent music skills so that seemed to, that’s central

to presenting any programme. They had the ability to hold the students (Class Teacher)

• As the tutors got to know the students, they could read their moods and interact at the various levels

(Class Teacher)
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Positive Outcomes for pupils: 
Relationships
• Due to characteristics of autism pupils may experience difficulty developing peer

relationships, have limited spontaneous showing and sharing of interests and limited social

emotional reciprocity (Jones et al, 2009)

• The music tutors fostered and developed relationships between the pupils (Fong and Jelas, 2010)

• Hello and Goodbye songs (Ockleford, 2009; Kern et al, 2006)

• Turn-taking

• Sharing instruments and activities

• Modelling of social behaviours

• Musical cues for transition, ‘everybody stand up’

• The music tutors encouraged and incorporated ‘pupil voice’ into the music lesson
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Positive Outcomes for pupils: 
Relationships

• Con and Bob were sitting together on one mat this week. We went in and that

was amazing, first of all to see them sitting together so closely. Children who

would normally like to be separate and in their own space were like, ‘we’re

going to share a mat today’. It’s a tiny mat and I thought, how are they going

to do this, but they loved it and Con put his arm around Bob (Music Tutor)
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Positive Outcomes for pupils: 
Relationships

• Owen was with Anna with the chime bars. That was lovely because they were

delighted that they shared the chime bars. She sat that side and they were to

play it together but they decided, ‘you play that bit and I’ll play this bit’. They

worked lovely as a team and they were really pleased about it as well which is

good (Music Tutor)
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Positive Outcomes for pupils: 
Relationships

• The turn taking was a huge success and it made them more aware of each

other. Even Adam had decked quite quickly one week. He counted himself down

the rota and said ‘they’re there, so I’m next’. He said, (Tutor 2) ‘they’re all away

and so it’s my turn’. He had already scheduled his turn in his head being aware

of his peers which is something that I’ve never seen. It sounds so simple but it’s

such a huge step with children (Music Tutor)
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Positive outcomes for the music tutor: 
Building relationships with the pupils

• One of four indicators of good practice used during semi-structured observations was building

relationships

• This key area was a positive outcome of teaching music to pupils with autism for the tutors

• Understood the individual pupil

• Considered needs of the individual

• Engaged in active listening

• Provided opportunities and support for pupils to develop relationships

• Modelled appropriate social interaction and behaviour

• Recognised progress and development in the musical skills and knowledge of pupils

• Shared a mutual interest in music
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Positive outcomes for the music tutor: 
Collaborative partnerships 

• Developed collaborative partnerships with other music tutors, 

class teachers, researchers

• Empowering to collaborate 

• Increased confidence 
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• Knowledge of autism

• Experience of autism - Applied their knowledge of autism to practice

during the implementation of the Con Tutti Discovering Music

Programme

Positive outcomes for the music tutor: 
Developed knowledge
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• Developed knowledge of evidence based practice

•Demonstrated by…

Positive outcomes for the music tutor: 
Evidenced based practice

• Structuring the environment

• Reducing verbal communication

• Modelling appropriate social interaction 

and behaviours

• Supporting transitions

• Use of visual supports

• Use of visual schedules 

• Establishing boundaries

• Using rotas for turn taking

• Multisensory approaches for teaching content
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The Challenges of Teaching Music to Pupils 
with Autism
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The challenges of teaching music in regards to 
the dyad of impairments

Social Interaction/

Social Communication

Restricted and 

Repetitive Behaviours

DSM V, APA (2013)

Verbal ability 

Visual schedule 
Rota 

Following Instructions

Abstract terms
& concepts

Turn taking 

Social interaction

Sensory  

Behaviours

Need for routine
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Visual supports
Reduced language

Consistent language 
Used pupil name

Concrete objects
Functional activity

Rota
Schedule

Encouraged pupil voice

Consistency to lessons
Rota

Schedule
Repetition

Adapted to individual needs

Took CT guidance
Planned ignoring
Visual Behaviour 

Supports 

The Challenges of Teaching Music to Pupils 
with Autism: Tutor Perspectives

• Experience of working with individuals with autism (Brotons, 2001)

• Confidence when working with pupils with autism

• Adapting natural communication style (Brock et al, 2014)

• Adapting teaching style (Jordan, 2008)

• Knowledge of individual strengths and needs

• Matching content to needs of pupils with ASD

• Time for collaboration and planning

• Tension between supporting individual needs and implementing a music programme
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Benefits of 
including pupils 
with autism in 
music classes

How to include 
pupils with 

autism in music 
classes

Including pupils 
with autism in 
music classes

Positive outcomes for pupils

Positive outcomes for tutors

Evidenced based strategies

Differentiation

Focus on individual needs and strengths

Build relationships

Collaborate

Con and Bob were sitting together on one mat this week. We went in and that

was amazing, first of all to see them sitting together so closely. Children who

would normally like to be separate and in their own space were like, ‘we’re going

to share a mat today’. It’s a tiny mat and I thought, how are they going to do

this, but they loved it and Con put his arm around Bob (Music Tutor)

35

References
American Psychiatric Association (2013) Diagnostic and statistical manual of mental disorders (5th Edition).
Washington, DC: Author.

Brock, M., Huber, H., Carter, P. and Warren, Z. (2014) Statewide assessment of professional development needs
related to educating pupils with Autism Spectrum Disorder. Focus on Autism and Other Developmental Disabilities.
29(2), 67-79.

Brotons, M. (2001) Music therapy in the school system in Spain: a pilot project. Bulletin of the Council for Research
in Music Education. Spring, 2001, 19-30.

Charman, T., Pellicano, L., Peacey, L., Peacey, N., Forward, K. and Dockrell, J. (2011)) What is good practice in
autism education? London: Autism Education Trust [Online] (http://www.autismeducationtrust.org.uk/good-
practice/good%20practice%20report.aspx) (Accessed 5th November 2015).

Fong, C. and Jelas, Z. (2010) Music education for pupils with autism in Malaysia. Procedia Social and Behavioural
Sciences. Vol. 9 70-75.



01/12/2016

7

References
Jones, G., Baker, L., English, A. and Lyn-Cook, L. (2009) AET national autism standards for schools
and educational settings. London: Autism Education Trust [Online]
(http://www.aettraininghubs.org.uk/schools/national-autism-standards/) (Accessed 5th
November 2015).

Jordan, R. (2008) Autistic spectrum disorders: a challenge and a model for inclusion in
education. British Journal of Special Education, 35 (1), 11-15.

Kern, P., Wolery, M. and Aldridge, D. (2006) Use of songs to promote independence in morning
greeting routines for young children with autism. Journal of Autism and Developmental
Disorders. 37, 1264-1271.

Ockelford, A. (2013) Music, Language and Autism: Exceptional Strategies for Exceptional Minds.
London: Jessica Kingsley.

37


