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Overall Aim 

 
Through group music-making workshops for SEN/D students who have transitioned 
school & lockdown, we will use music as a therapeutic intervention to examine the 
impact it can have on connectedness & interactivity, promoting and supporting learner 
autonomy and independence.  

 

The ‘Smooth Transitions’ Pilot Project was a practical research project 

focusing on the musical experiences of four groups at The Michael Tippet School 

(TMTS) across 20 sessions; as they navigated their way through varying 

experiences of transition and the challenges associated with this. The students 

involved in the project have complex learning difficulties including severe learning 

difficulties (SLD) or profound and multiple learning difficulties (PMLD) and some also 

have autism (ASD) in addition to having SLD or PMLD.  

 

‘Transition’ in this project focused on changes in routine, environment and 

access to learning and support, which were significantly impacted by the COVID-19 

pandemic. This included transitioning in and out of lockdowns, home-learning, online 

learning, self-isolation (NB some students remained in isolation due to medical 

vulnerability throughout the project), returning from medical procedures, and 

changing schools without settling in periods and transition support which would 

usually be available (e.g., moving from Year 6 to 7).   

 

Transitioning between schools is a significant life change for many students 

and there are often challenges associated with this change. In the lives of those with 

additional needs these challenges can be more difficult to overcome. Transition may 

involve (i) complete social upheaval outside of familial relationships (ii) reliance on 

new adults (iii) encounters with new peers whose behaviour may cause an emotional 



response (iv) spending each day in a new, unfamiliar environment that can cause 

overwhelming sensory experiences. As part of their needs many TMTS students also 

have anxiety, attachment needs, mental health problems and sensory processing 

issues which can impact how they handle change. Sometimes this can result in 

challenging behaviours impacting theirs and other’s ability to learn, the support 

required from staff, and the safety of all concerned. The COVID-19 pandemic 

resulted in variation and / or reduction in vital support networks put in place to help 

students manage and prepare for transitions. As a result, many young people faced 

additional personal, emotional, and social adversity. 

 

The project aimed to improve transitions for TMTS students and reduce 

anxiety and challenging behaviours through musical experiences. Music is universal 

and an integral part of the human social experience. It is accessible to everyone, can 

be therapeutic and can support personal growth, interactivity, and connectedness.  

Music enables us to make choices, contribute ideas, participate in collaborative 

decision-making and take ownership over our actions which is vital in supporting 

well-being, confidence, engagement and learning.  

 

The ‘Smooth Transitions’ project explored ideas around (i) connectedness; a 

sense of awareness and feelings associated with being with others (ii) interactivity; 

communicating with others (iii) autonomy and independence; being able to have 

ownership of an action or decision i.e., over what you do, and being able to 

implement it, even if assistance is required, so that you can take responsibility for 

cause and effect. Results suggest that musical experiences, including those 

occurring during the COVID-19 pandemic in varying formats (online and face-to-

face), can support individuals to connect and interact with others and enjoy and 

develop their musical interests through opportunities to independently express their 

musical ideas and make decisions.  

 

Results  
 

The ‘Smooth Transitions’ project documented the impact of musical 

experiences on relationships between peers / staff and analysed social, 

communicative, and autonomous musical interactions. Evidence was gathered 



through written observation by the ML, and verbal feedback / reflections shared with 

the researcher. Observations and reflections of two students were explored in detail 

creating two case studies. 

 

The music sessions were delivered in line with the settings response to 

COVID-19, the restrictions involved, and the medical and developmental needs of 

the students. For the first term all sessions were held online with some students 

joining from home and then from TMTS if they were able to return to the setting. 

Learning online impacted TMTS students in different ways. The ML noted that some 

students enjoyed online learning as they didn’t have to transition (i.e. change 

classrooms); others found looking at a screen for long periods distressing. All 

students, however, were well supported by parents, carers and school staff, and 

teachers noted how achievement exceeded their expectations in these sessions, 

through appropriate demands placed on participants, and the fun and consistency of 

the activities, which helped combat anxiety.  

 

For the second term the ML returned to TMTS setting and worked with the 

students who were in school (with long-term home learners joining online). These 

sessions required the ML to socially distance and wear full PPE which the ML noted 

created some challenges particularly in connecting with participants as facial 

expressions couldn’t be fully seen and close contact was not possible. Close contact 

can be invaluable to some learners with profound needs and although this was 

limited for the ML, supporting staff were able to engage in this way and the ML 

describes this as an advantage as they developed new skills as a result. 

 

Results from the project highlight the benefits of the musical experiences, regardless 

of context (online or face to face), in providing an outlet to connect and interact through 

motivating and enjoyable means. Many achievements were observed across both contexts, 

however, the ML noted that the nature of face-to-face sessions allowed more reactive 

musical interactions between the ML and individual students, peers, and the group as a 

whole. Face to face sessions highlighted subtle responses which may have been missed in 

the online context, in particular vocal responses. Overall results suggest that the musical 

experiences helped to foster social relationships between the group by enabling individuals 

to communicate musically, vocally, and gesturally. It also encouraged participants to have a 



greater awareness of each other as they listened, reflected on, and responded to each 

other’s music. These responses were directly impacted by effective practice and the 

strategies adapted and implemented by the ML to support and encourage students to 

participate and share their musical ideas in meaningful ways appropriate to their needs, 

consistently aiming to extend musical and social interactions, and responses.  

 

The ML supported students to develop autonomy and independence through 

consistent opportunities for decision making and to practise independent musical, 

social, and communicative responses. Decision making came in many forms such as 

choosing (i) what song or activity to explore (ii) how a piece might be performed 

including musical cues such as dynamics, pitch, tempo and form (iii) whose turn 

would be next (iv) what instrument or prop they would like to use / play and how they 

would like to play it. 

 

The ML shares her reflections on the impact of decision making within the project; 

 

‘Decision making allowed the students to take ownership over their actions 

and communicate their individual preferences. Opportunities for individual 

choice made an impact through cause and effect and students could make 

their choice without any fear of failing because there were no right or wrong 

answers and they explored their choices as a collective. This showed others 

what was happening, and they could tune in. Students could see the impact 

their decisions had with peers, providing positive leadership experiences. 

Opportunities to express an idea as part of a learning experience that dictates 

how that experience will proceed provides a significant level of ownership and 

autonomy which is potentially quite rare in non-musical experiences’ 

 

Students were assisted to make decisions through various communicative 

support systems appropriate to the needs of each individual. For example (i) binary 

options supported by visual, verbal and / or gestural cueing (ii) choosing boards with 

photographs of students (iii) musical concept choice boards. Assessment of choice 

was made by the ML and staff based on their knowledge and observations of each 

individual and reflections on repeated and consistent responses. For example (i) eye 



contact / tracking and facial expressions (ii) verbal feedback (iii) physical and 

gestural responses (iv) emotional responses and/or behaviour. 

 

Overall, the data collected provides multiple examples of positive peer 

interactivity and connection, autonomous and independent responses and reactions, 

musical achievements, and reduction in anxiety related behaviours suggesting that 

music can support students with additional needs during times of change and 

transition to achieve and connect. VIGNETTE 1 describes some of these examples 

from across the project; 

 

VIGNETTE 1 
Examples from across the project 

1. Example of managing anxiety related to transition; One new student displayed anxiety due to 

transitioning to a new school and demonstrated this through wandering, throwing objects and struggling to 

engage in learning. In their first session, which was face to face, they were separated from the group for 

safety reasons, however, voluntarily joined in drumming. The ML built on this motivator, and by the project’s 
end the student was able to engage in whole lessons calmly, verbally communicate with staff and interact 

with peers. 
 

2. Examples of decision making; In one particular group, many students used choosing boards to select how 

they wanted a particular verse of music to be played including indicators for tempo (fast/slow), dynamics 

(loud/soft) and pitch (high/low). The ML requested one choice, however, overtime many of the students were 

choosing three options. The group then played each students choice/s all together. This promoted student 
confidence and awareness which supported solo playing during other activities. There were also examples of 

choosing and sharing of preferences using Makaton signing, in particular; ‘more’ and ‘yes’. 

 
3. Examples of celebrating peer’s achievements; Multiple examples of students celebrating peer’s musical 

achievements were observed often through clapping and vocalising. This built over time with more and more 

students joining in and encouraging peers particularly when it was their turn to solo.  

 

4. Examples of shared enjoyment; There were consistent examples of shared enjoyment in the musical 
experiences expressed through laughing, smiling, attention, focus, vocalisation, and movement. One student 

moved around the classroom doing a ‘lap of honour’ high-fiving people as they went after playing a piece on 

piano. Staff feedback encouraged the student to repeat this response.  

 
5. Examples of interactivity, connection, and awareness of peers; There were many examples of students 

successfully choosing peers to have a turn and showing awareness of their choice. This included physically 



moving position and / or eye gaze towards who was playing and having a turn. Another example describes a 

student passing a peer a shaker and waiting till they were ready to grasp it. Another example was during a 
new song ‘Lean on’ where one young person reached out to touch a peer. The student then became shy as 

attention was on them, however, repeated this response when received positive staff feedback 

acknowledging this as a kind gesture. There were also examples of students copying peer’s responses such 

as an action or dancing along (this was observed online as well as face to face). Examples also describe 

students sharing and handing out instruments to peers.  

 

6. Examples of extended and new musical responses; physical, sensory, vocal, and emotional 
responses to the musical activities and musical cues: 

 

- Rocking to the music, stopping in response to musical pauses, laughing and vocalising in pauses to 

share acknowledgement and enjoyment (particularly after drum rolls), playing instruments with both 

hands, listening by sitting still and quiet. 

 

- Vocalising during different experiences; for example, one student vocalised ‘hello’ when it was their turn 

during the Hello Song when usually their vocalisations were in response to tempo changes. 

 
- New sensory responses; for example, one student explored a drum using tactile sensory exploration in 

response to ML drumming cues. This student does not usually engage in tactile exploration during the 

music sessions. 

 

- One student moved their hands up for ‘Hi Yi’ using whole body to show excitement and understanding of 

the ascending pitch and anticipation of the musical form. 

 
- Towards the end of the project observations of musical explorations incorporated further independent 

responses and new musical achievements. For example, vocalising new phrases, using different tools to 

choose more clearly, determined physical responses to the musical activities and to playing instruments, 

extended responses to musical cues such as tempo, dynamics, pauses, starts and endings. 

 
7. Feedback from a staff member from one class describes their reflection on the attentive responses of the 

students during the music sessions compared to often limited engagement observed in other sessions.  

 
The student’s musical responses were intertwined with the interactions and connections made with their peers 

resulting in shared enjoyment which provided a motivator to extend and explore both their musical and social 

interactions.  

 
VIGNETTE 2 and VIGNETTE 3 present two short Case Studies on two of the students 

involved in the project and their musical experiences. 



VIGNETTE 2 
Case Study 1: Student B 

 
Student B has complex needs that impact their learning, movement & communication. If stressed / not wanting to 

participate they express this by shutting their eyes. Student B appeared to cope well with online learning and was 

able to demonstrate to their parent and sibling how they could drum independently; in one session they had had 

enough of work and communicated this by pushing the drum onto the floor! Student B also has a visual impairment 

but even online they still managed to connect with their peers. In one session they noticed their peer (who was 

known to be very vocal) enter the session and they tracked their voice to find them on the screen, looked at them, 

smiled, and laughed at their presence.  

 
As the project moved to in-person learning, Student B would smile and vocalise loudly, appearing pleased to 

experience live music. The ML offered them a microphone to amplify their voice and they started to try and grasp it 

themselves as they didn’t want it to end, and they wanted to demonstrate that they could hold it independently. The 

school had set targets for Student B to reach and hold objects for short periods and the microphone motivated them 

to hold the object for 5 minutes. In the later weeks of the project, they would continue to look at their peers in class 

particularly during the hello song as the group sang hello to others. After introducing the microphone, each week we 

asked Student B if they wanted the microphone and modelled signing “yes”. By week 17, Student B signed 

“microphone” (this hadn’t been modelled) and when the ML checked their request they signed “yes”. Across the 
project Student B became more independent in their choice making; selecting from a choice of up to 6 different 

instruments and communicating very clearly their preference.  

 

Student B has bonded with peers, developed their communication, achieved new personal goals, and exhibited 

independence all through group music making because they were motivated and not anxious.  

 

 

VIGNETTE 3 
Case Study 2: Student C 

 
Student C was a new student who joined the music sessions whilst they were being held online. The first time 

Student C attended TMTS was after online learning. Student C is autistic and has additional complex learning needs 

which can make transition to a new setting as well as meeting new peers and adjusting to different formats of 

learning challenging. Connecting with others took some time for Student C, perhaps as a result of additional anxiety 

surrounding the multiple changes occurring in their life.  

 

The music sessions supported Student C in this transition by allowing them to freely explore, connect and engage 

with new peers and staff during a motivating and accessible activity. Student C appeared to enjoy the musical 
experiences both online and face to face in particular piano exploration during face to face sessions. The ML noted 

many musical achievements during piano based activities. 



The ML also noted that it took some time for peers to acknowledge Student C during peer choosing activities where 

Student C was often chosen last. Towards the end of the project however, Student C was acknowledged in the same 
way as others as they had established social bonds; also their anxiety had significantly diminished. This illustrates 

the time it can take for students with additional needs to build relationships with peers and manage aspects of 

change associated with social interaction. Student C responded positively to this change in dynamic and in one 

example chose a peer using verbal prompts of two names. Student C became more and more confident each week 

with choosing who was next and associating names to each peer. Another example of peer acceptance and 

acknowledgement is when a student supported Student C to explore the musical experience by passing them and 

another peer a shaker. 

 
Student C has connected with peers, explored different ways of interacting with others, and achieved new musical 

goals. 

 

Conclusion 
 

The ‘Smooth Transitions’ project provided opportunities, both in school and at 

home, for disabled teenagers to connect, express themselves, communicate and 

develop their resilience, confidence and independence in a social context. New skills 

for students with complex needs are often developed over a long period of time with 

consistent support; any interruption to this can be destabilising and cause significant 

setbacks. Through consistency and the positive effects of learning together, TMTS 

students were motivated to progress with many individual achievements observed 

across the project.  

 

The musical experiences were tailored to the individual needs of the students 

and promoted autonomous, independent musical exploration, connection, and 

interaction with others. Students were supported to make choices, contribute ideas, 

participate in collaborative decision-making, and take ownership over their actions, 

which was vital in supporting well-being, confidence, engagement, and learning. The 

data provides multiple examples of the students musical, social, communicative, and 

personal achievements as well as meaningful connections and interactions with 

peers and staff. Results highlight the potential for music as a powerful intervention in 

supporting transition and promoting learner autonomy and social connection.  
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