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interpersonal observations (e.g., interaction, relatedness, expression, or affective qualities) were
notated using Microsoft Word. These transcripts were cross-compared, in order to understand the
song creation process as greater than a sum of its parts. Due to the small amount of gathered
data, this study is considered a pilot study in grounded theory, providing preliminary results that
may yield the need for alarger and more extensive grounded theory study. Gathering more data
in afuture study could alow for greater data saturation and theoretical devel opment to occur.
Protection of Human Subjects

The Institutional Review Board of Molloy College approved the study in order to ensure
the highest standards in the protection of human subjects. Steps taken to protect the privacy and
confidentiality of research participants included the use of pseudonyms for research subjects, and
all notes and session videos were kept in a secure and locked file cabinet.
Data Analysis Procedure

As aresearcher, | made the decision to adapt the original wording of identity “formation”
to a broader encompassing criterion of “formation/expression.” In doing so, | felt that | was able
to not only discuss growth that occurred for each client but also the ways in which they were able
to express and share themselves effectively through the intervention of improvised song creation.

Raw data were analyzed with multiple viewings, and important segments of the sessions
were transcribed in three separate ways: () amusical transcription, (b) alyrical transcription,
and (c) adescriptive transcription of interpersonal observations (e.g., interaction, relatedness,
expression, or affective qualities).

There were several methods for analysis, beginning with holistic listening (Lee, 2000),
which entailed listening to the entire improvised song creation severa timesin itsentirety in

order to gain asense of the whole. The ability to continually shift between the larger picture of
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the song as a whole and the inner workings of the song proved invaluable in understanding the
value of the therapeutic process for these clients, the themes that were shared among them, and
how they specifically fit within the framework of improvised song creation. This approach felt
not unlike studying an actual precomposed piece of music, wherein one would not try to learn
how to play a piece without first listening to it as awhole.

The holistic listening method was adapted for this study in order to include multiple
viewings of the video with the audio in order to aso assess aspects of social/relational
communication that may have been nonaudible (e.g., body movement, facial affect). Using
NRMT (2007) indexing techniques, the session samples were transcribed as to detail the (a)
musical, (b) lyrical and (c) social/interrelated content of the improvised song creations.

These transcripts were written in a continuous script-like fashion in order to maintain the
gestalt of the sample. Lyrics were written in quotations, socia interactions annotated in italics,
and musical descriptors were written in plain text but outside of quotations. An example from
one of the samples read as follows:

0:44 J (Jamie): “And lunch, and snack, and morning work.” J pauses singing and

looks at PT (primary therapist) in apparent expectation of something. CT (co-

therapist) is also leaning forward and listening. J looks back at the keys of the

piano and continues singing. “And pack up and go home. You unpack, that means

you’re ready for school, and school starts at 8:05.” J now seems to be lining up his

phrasing more intentionally with the patterned structure of the piano. He

continues to sing on the G3. “School starts, there’s another school. School

summer school. And at 3:05.” J looks again at PT who is looking back while

singing in response. CT goes to get drumsticks from the other side of the room,
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adding conga and cymbal to the musical exchange.

PT: “At 3:05” Sung in a more sustained legato, melodic expansion for the first

time. “That’s when...school...*

J: “Is over” J takes another leap up a perfect 5™ from G to D and then resolves on

the 4™, C, which is sung over the PT’s sustaining on the V chord (G major).

Notated musical transcriptions were then taken to highlight predominant aspects of the
song creations, such as the establishment of themes; changes in melody, articulation, and/or
dynamic, back and forth musical exchange between client and therapist; and transitions from one
section of song from to the next. These were written with inclusion of all aspects of the music,
including any contributions of client(s) and therapists. This helped to not only capture the music
as awhole but also observe relationships and interactions between the musical choices as made
within the improvisations. A description of the analysis processis as follows:

1. Transcriptions of sessions (i.e., musical, lyrical, and interpersonal observations)

were reviewed several timesin order to identify salient moments, properties,

interactions, structures, or processes occurring in relation to guiding questions of

improvised song creation and identity formation/expression for each client. Each
client’s transcript was reviewed separately and moments that appeared relevant

and significant to song creation/expression/identity were highlighted.

2. Next, | engaged in the data with freeform note taking of my thoughts and

impressions regarding the highlighted segments. For instance, transcript A’s

highlighted section, “PT and CT suspend the music here, however J plays the

piano in quarter note tone clusters and begins the lyrics independently and in a

directive manner,” included notes such as “J shows more musical leading.” The
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words “lyrics independently” and “directive manner” were underlined as it
appeared to be significant to the research topic.

3. Notes and highlighted segments were reviewed once again to both expand upon
and refine wording, thoughts, and organization of ideas.

4. Notes and highlighted segments were then compared against each other through
theoretical sampling to determine relationships and/or differences. Notes and
highlighted segments were then cross-compared amongst one another so as to not
be considered in isolation and to validate initial interpretations. As the researcher,
| continuously asked questions about what was understood and what was not
understood, going back to the data when necessary. This step involved creating
tables and diagrams to organize notes and highlighted segments. For example,
moments of lyrical back and forth occurring in each song had been given the label
of “reflection” and “musical reflection/affirmation.” These moments were then
compared with one another to understand the potential of shared significance
between these instances. Similarly, the inherent structures of the samples were
cross-compared, such as transitions to the B sections of the songs and the musical,
lyrical, and interpersonal transcriptions that aligned with these moments.

5. Here categories began to form as | extrapolated the prevalent commonalities
within the selected samples. At points these categories remained descriptivein
nature and were not confined to headings so as to not lose the value of the finding
too early on in an overly reductive representation. An example of such was the
categories “Wider range of singing, creative leaps, more thoughtful musical

choices” which eventually became the concept of “Expansion of voice.” 1
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continued to return to the raw data in each step in order to allow room for any
new emergence of data and for the data to saturate. Only after the process of
integrating and refining all the concepts into the selection of a core category can
the grounded theory emerge (Corbin & Strauss, 1990)

6. Categories were then reviewed once more, and headings were given to
conceptualize the emergent results. These included 12 concepts, five falling under
(8) musical emergence, three under (b) lyrical emergence, and four under (c)
interpersonal emergence of identity. These concepts were as follows: () finding
musical synchronization, expansion of the voice, types of singing (reflection,
unison, and harmonization), musical style, song structure; (b) lyrical initiation
and development, song of self, and use of abstracted or metaphoric language, (C)
choosing to create a song, finding roles, nonverbal acknowledgement, and
integrating client preferences and tendencies.

It appeared that the data were giving me no new information in regards to
the question (). As aresult, data analysis continued in abstracting themes for
guestion (b). It appeared that the organization of the codes underneath the
constructs of (a) musical emergence of identity formation, (b) lyrical emergence
of identity formation, and (c) interpersonal emergence of identity formation
provided sufficient data to answer the first of two primary questions of this
research study.

Assuch, it was asif the research questionsthat | had laid out as the
researcher had led me subsequently from one answer to the beginnings of the next

in the research process. By understanding (&) what musical, lyrical, and
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interpersonal themes arose for these clientsin relation to identity
formation/expression, | was able to begin to extrapolate (b) the function that
improvised song creation had served in their processes. In other words, the codes
that had been organized into constructs appeared to answer question (@) and then
became the basis for the emergence of themes for question (b).

7. While considering themes for question (b), What function or functions does
improvised song creation serve in the formation/expression of identity for each
client?, | returned to the raw data on multiple accounts in order to verify that the
themes that were becoming established still tied back to what | could gather from
the individualized experience of each of these clientsin the video/audio samples. |
wanted to ensure that the theoretical development and formation of conclusions
had not become too abstracted from the sessions themselves.

8. Concepts from question (a) were isolated, and their value was considered in
relation to the function of improvised song creation as a means to address identity
formation/expression. From these concepts, themes were created that involved the
following: collaborative process, performance of the self, and an aesthetic and
creative process.

9. The themes were then plotted into visual diagramsto asto fully understand the
connections between the main constructs and themes that had risen out of them.
This provided both a visual understanding through which aspects of improvised
song creation could be utilized in order to work within specific goal areas as well
as amore music-centered understanding of the mechanisms inherent to

improvisational song writing that functioned to promote identity
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formation/expression.

10. When the data were fully saturated and major themes were developed, a

summary of findings was completed and delivered.

Ensuring Trustworthiness

Asthe researcher, | engaged in avariety of strategies to increase the validity of findings
through disproving assumptions against data and using the “constant comparative method”
(Silverman, 2005, p. 224) by comparing ideas, theories, and data against one another. To
establish trustworthiness, | triangulated data from three sources: musical transcriptions, lyrical
transcriptions, and interpersonal observation transcriptions. This technique was used to
“accurately increase fidelity of interpretation of data by using multiple methods of data
collection” (Kolb, 2012, p. 85).

Measures taken to promote validity in this study were documenting detailed, thorough
transcriptions of sessions through musical transcriptions; lyrical transcriptions; and interpersonal
observation transcriptions. In addition, | have written my assumptions, experiences, and
emotional reactions within the Stance of the Researcher section presented in the Method in order

to identify my bias.
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Results

The following discussion of research findings addresses the two primary research
guestions: (a) What musical, lyrical, and interpersonal themes arose for these clients and how do
these clinical themes relate to the broader context of identity formation/expression? (b) What
function or functions does improvised song creation serve in the formation/expression of identity
for each client? Before presenting theoretical constructs and themes that emerged from the data
analysis, abrief narrative setup is provided to help the reader contextualize the scenarios in
which these improvised song creations occurred.

The summaries provided are based upon the transcriptions taken from each sampled
session. The summaries themselves were not part of the data analysis procedure but are being
shared to allow the reader to engage more dynamically with the results. For this reason, the audio
excerpts of the samples have also been made available. The whole of each audio sample has been
included to accompany the brief summaries provided, allowing the reader to first hear the
improvised song creation in its entirety. Following, specific excerpts of audio have been
purposefully included to accompany and illustrate the findings of the researcher.

Music Therapy Summaries

The following section describes in brief what occurred during each music therapy excerpt
with some detail. The first sample focuses on participant Jamie, who was being seen within an
individual, 2:1 setting. The second sample is originates from a 2:3 group setting with members,
Sarah, Felix, and Benjamin. For the purposes of focusing upon the individualized experience of
the participant, [ have chosen to highlight Sarah’s experience in the group’s improvised song
creation because she initiates the idea of song creation. The roles of group memberswill be

discussed as they relate to Sarah’s experience. I served as the primary therapist within both of
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these sessions and had worked with both clients for some time prior to the selected excerpts. For
thisreason, it is necessary to consider the therapeutic relationship as a given within these clinical
samples.

Jamie, Whole Audio Sample

Jamie’s music therapy session. The excerpt begins as primary therapist (PT) lightly
playsin aregular rhythmic pattern on the piano. Jamieislooking at co-therapist (CT) and talking
about the “vowels in the song.” This is Jamie’s way of saying what notes are necessary in order
to play the song that is about to begin. These typically have no actual correlation to actual
harmonic content, but rather appear to be Jamie’s way of directing the process and finding his
way into amusical exchange. PT introduces a basic, stable chord progression on the piano in the
key of C Mgjor (alternating between a 17 and V7° as Jamie dialogues with the CT about what
instrument he should play. Jamie joinsin playing on the upper register of the piano and begins to
create the lyricsin a speak-singing manner. “In the directory office they have all teachers.
Teachers that you get. An X period...” With the initiation of the lyric, the PT begins playing in a
more harmonically grounded manner, predominantly switching between | and 1V. Jamie is sitting
upright and continues to play the piano on occasional downbesats. His singing is rhythmic to the
natural cadence of his words at first then slows and becomes more synchronous with the PT’s
piano play.

As the song continues, alyrical and musical exploration unfolds. Lyrically, this entails
Jamie’s relaying his own experience as a student by describing the circumstances of other
students from a more general perspective. Such exemplary lyrics include: ““You unpack, that
means you’re ready for school, and school starts at 8:05” and “And the schools; some schools

end in May.” Musically, Jamie takes on the role of both leader and follower, choosing to
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manipulate the elements of music (i.e., melody, rhythm, dynamic, articulation) both
independently and in response to the musical choices of the therapists. Relevant examples will be
discussed as related to the questions of the researcher.

Sarah, Whole Audio Sample

Sarah, Felix, and Benjamins’ music therapy session. The excerpt begins with the
group preparing to engage in the performance of an improvised song. Prior to this selected
sample, Sarah had expressed that she and her friend had recently gotten into an argument, which
she had been reminded of during the session, and requested to have a song about this event. As
the selected excerpts begins, Felix, who is sitting at the piano, blows areed horn and calls
Sarah’s name loudly in an attempt to gain her attention. Sarah is rolled back on the floor,
laughing loudly with her head thrown back and holding a microphone. Her laughter appears to be
an anxious response to the suggestion that sheis about to share her song idea. Benjamin and the
CT are sitting in the center of the room with tambourine and tubano (standing drum)
respectively. PT stands next to the piano and taps the handle end of a drum mallet on the piano
cover in imitation of a conductor using his baton to gain the readiness of an ensemble. Using the
microphone, Sarah introduces each member of the group, including the PT and CT, and his or
her instrument of choice, continuing the idea of a mock performance.

PT cuesin Felix at the piano. It should be noted that Felix has some formal training on
the piano. As music starts, there is some discrepancy between the tempo of Felix’s piano play
and Sarah’s lyrical improvisation, but these too become increasingly synchronous and relational
over the course of the improvised song creation. Asin the first sampled excerpt, as the song
continues, alyrical and musical exploration unfolds. Lyrically, this entails Sarah’s expression

through condensed and metaphoric thoughts on her relationship with her friend. One such
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exemplary lyric would be: “My friend and 1. We are in ties. We know who we are, who we are.
We know who you are. Because it’s gonna work out together.” Musically, Sarah, like Jamie,
takes on the role of both leader and follower, choosing to manipul ate the elements of music (i.e.,
melody, rhythm, dynamic, articulation) both independently and in response to the musical
choices of the therapists and group members. Additionally, Sarah’s dance-like movements that
accompany her singing seem to be inseparable from her involvement in this experience. Relevant
examples will be discussed as related to the questions of the researcher.
Research Question A

The following section addresses the research question: What musical, lyrical, and
interpersonal themes arose for these clients and how do these clinical themesrelate to the
broader context of identity formation/expression? Relevant concepts will be shared under (a)
musical emergence of identity formation/expression, (b) lyrical emergence of identity
formation/expression, and () interpersonal emergence of identity formation/expression. Itis
important to note that these categories of musical, lyrical, and interpersonal emergence are
reliant upon one another and could not have occurred in isolation. Findings are organized under
categories to best align the concepts with the domain through which the emergence of identity
formation/expression seemed most apparent

Musical emergence of identity formation/expression. Five concepts were found under
the first category, musical emergence of identity formation/expression: finding musical
synchronization; expansion of the voice; types of singing (reflection, unison, and
harmonization); musical style; and song structure. Each concept is described below, drawing
commonalities between the sampled excerpts. Audio examples will be available for further

exposure to these concepts through both written and auditory example.
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Finding musical synchronization. Within both clinical samples, there was a common
theme of beginning the improvised song with a sense of musical digointedness. This
predominantly showed itself within tempo variance between the client(s) and the therapist(s).
The following excerpts can be heard asillustrative of this movement from dis ointedness into
synchronization:

Jamie, Excerpt 1

The transcript from Jamie’s song reads:
Jamie’s speak-singing is rhythmic to the natural cadence of hiswords at first and
then slows, becoming more legato to synchronize with the PT’s piano play...CT
is keeping a basic beat on the cymbal in alaid back manner.

Sarah, Excerpt 1

Similarly, the transcript from Sarah’s session notes:

Felix beginsto play aslowly arpeggiated I-V-IV in F mgjor. Simultaneously,

Sarah had begun a beat-boxed rhythm into the microphone, however looks at

Felix and says, “That’s not how my song’s supposed to be...It’s supposed to go

like this...” PT, “Oh, so it’s supposed to go a little faster?” Sarah, “Yeah”...

Sarah, sung, “I know that it will work out just fine.” She modulates and expands

sung range to match Felix’s accompaniment, which also appears to bring Felix

into greater reciprocity. Benjamin also joinsin on tambourine, solidifying tempo

with basic beat.

This ability to navigate a shifting temporal space appears integral to the improvisational
process as it alows for the players to locate one another in the space of the music. As the songs

progress, the clients are each able to adjust from his or her initiated ideas to line up phrasing, fall
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into a stronger, more established groove, and become more synchronized with the other players
(both therapists and clients). The usage of a basic beat by the CT and then by Benjamin in
excerpt 1 and 2 respectively suggests that this establishment of grooveis aso felt by other
members of the experience, asit isreinforced in these moments by their playing. In relation to
identity formation, this finding of musical synchronization suggests a movement from the intra-
to the interpersonal asthe client is considering not only his or her own musical idea but also how
to adjust to meet those around him or her. The self therefore takes on greater definition when it is
understood in relation to others or surrounding environment.

As the songs continued to unfold, there were additional moments of fluctuation and
flexibility that occurred both from the client but aso in response to the client, highlighting the
reciprocal nature of synchronizing. Hence, the identity of the client is both expanding to meet the
other players in the music while also making the other playersincreasingly aware of and
responsive to his or her identity.

Expansion of the voice. Another prevalent theme present in both improvised song
creations was the expansion of the voice (broader range of singing with regards to articulation
and melodic intervals), occurring over the course of each song. Numerous examples of thiswere
found throughout both musical transcriptions and intensive listening. Interestingly, both Jamie
and Sarah began their songs by speak-singing the first few phrases on the tonic, asrelative to the
instrumental accompaniment provided. As the songs continued, each client expanded his or her
vocal presence by singing in amore legato, lyrical manner, suggesting amore musically
connected presence. Additionally, the clients both |eft the tonic and sang in awider range of their

voices (see Table 1).
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Jamie, Excerpt 2

Sarah, Excerpt 2

As heard within these excerpts, this broadened range made itself apparent through
creative leaps heard from the clients (Nordoff & Robbins, 2007). This concept refers to idea that
the client is taking amelodic and intervallic risk in the music, spontaneously reaching for anote
that they had not before. This may be attributed to the client feeling the impulse to make a
musical and aesthetic choicein relation to his or her environment. However, once that creative
leap is made, it is no longer an unknown territory to the client. In both samples, the client can be
heard reaching upward for a note and then exploring the range in between that note and tonic
many times before reaching for the higher interval yet again.

As such, the importance of this occurrence in relation to identity can be considered to
mirror an expansion of the self. Asthe client feels more comfortable to explore his or her own
voice, this expansion becomes integrated into a broadened sense of self. The creative leap is no
longer ataking of chance but is now a part of the client’s grown presence and an available tool
for musical creation and expression.

Types of singing (reflection, unison, and harmonization). Relating to this expansion of
the voice, there are three distinct types of singing that became apparent through analysis, as
provided by the therapist in response to the developing music of the client. Asthisinvolves
relational singing between therapist and client, this particular concept could be considered
equally interpersonal in nature. However, the musical components seem inseparable from
describing the impact of and distinctions between these three types of singing, which are:

reflection, unison, and harmonization.
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Reflective singing occurred within both clinical samples and refers to the therapist’s
direct repetition of the phrase of the client. It isreflective in essentialy every way, reflecting
lyrical, rhythmic, and melodic components of the client’s singing. This type of singing seemed to
occur in pauses | eft by the client, predominantly within earlier stages of the improvisation,
during which it seems the client may be looking toward the therapist and/or other clients and
locating themselves within the improvised song creation.

Jamie, Excerpt 3

The direct reflection by the therapist allowed the client the experience of validation in
their musical and/or lyrical ideas and affirmation that these ideas are being heard and received by
the therapists and/or peers within the group. This appeared to have the effect of propelling the
client forward into the creative process as shown through both Jamie’s and Sarah’s continual
creation of lyrical content. At one point within Sarah’s song, after being directly reflected twice
by the co-therapist, Sarah sang, “Everybody listen, listen, listen,” seeming suddenly more aware
that she is sharing her expressions with the group through song.

Unison singing still involves the usage of aclient driven idea but sang back with more
immediacy and less concern for the clarity of the back and forth than heard in reflective singing.
At these points, there appears to be a greater sense of mutuality and flow within the improvised
song creations, and alevel of prediction is necessary from the therapist to meet the client in this
way. The client’s expressed identity seems to momentarily merge with that of the therapist as
they are working together to deliver the message of the improvised song creation.

Harmonization then signifies the beginning separation of this merger, as the client and
therapist take separate parts that are directly relational to one another. The client now can move

beyond a strengthened sense of self with the direct support of others, and into a sense of self
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amongst and in relation to others. Harmonizing suggests the ability to locate oneself in relation to
others or some sense of stabilized ground. Harmonization, as | am using it, does not refer strictly
to the singing of a harmony to the part but rather creating a complementary musical part to that
of the client that is separate from yet enriches the client’s musical part. This appeared to be the
most complex form of sung interaction and occurred toward the end of each improvisation,
mostly over the chorus sections of the song. Prominent examples include the therapist’s creation
of aslow chorus phrase that was complemented by Jamie’s quick and rhythmic reply, as well as
the end of Sarah’s piece in which the therapist, co-therapist, and Sarah all chose notesin a
sustained harmony with one another (see Table 1):

Jamie, Excerpt 4

Sarah, Excerpt 3

Though it is not overtly present in the sampled excerpts, the next elaboration of this
concept would likely be the use of musical and relational dissonance. Referencing the
developmental philosophy of “Theory of Mind” (Baron-Cohen, 2001), this would allow the
client to hear the ideas of the therapist and/or peers that are differing from his or her own.

Musical style. Similarly, musical style appeared to become a driving theme in each
improvisatory song creation. Both Jamie and Sarah’s improvised song creations likened
themselves to pop idioms, showing the potential influence of pop music culture in shaping their
musical creations. In fact, both songs had distinct musical attributes similar to that of preexisting
musical pieces. Jamie’s borrowing ideas from The Beatles’ “Hey Jude” and Sarah’s actual
quoting of melodic motifs from James Horner’s “My Heart Will Go On” from Titanic. The

clients’ use of pop idiomsin song may then not only be avehicle for personal expression but also



Improvised Song, ASD, and Identity

stylistically connect the clients to the broader identity of being a preteen within American pop
culture.

Furthermore, there appeared to be a communal consideration for the overall aesthetic of
the piece. Such examples can be seen in both samples when members (CT and Benjamin,
respectively) made the conscious choice to introduce a new instrument or new way of playing an
instrument in a particular moment, seemingly only to enrich the stylistic whole of the piece. This
in turn provided validation and support to the client who symbolically became the
“frontman/woman” (a lead singer of a pop or rock group) within the musical group. Once such
example from Jamie’s transcript reads as follows:

J’s lyric/melody becomes heavily syncopated against the steady rhythm of the therapists
in an almost rap-like manner. CT’s drumming also becomes more stylistic here. He is switching
between drum and cymbal in arock-pop groove; even adding fills on the drums in multiple turn-
arounds (see Table 1).

It appears that the embracing of amusical style provides alarger musical concept through
which the members of the group may connect and act as collaborative artists together.
Simultaneously, the client’s assumption of the “frontman/woman” identity, allows the client to
embody a personathat they may try on and express themselves through, experiencing themselves
in a potentially novel and impactful way.

Song structure. Another shared attribute of the improvised song creations appeared to be
the importance of song structure. Understanding that both samples are created with reference to
pop stylings, the songs idiomatically moved through structures of introduction (1), verse (A), a
further developed verse (A2), bridge (B), chorus (C), and conclusion, commonly referred to as

outro (O). The songs’ structures were as follows:
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Jamie’s song: I-A-A-B-A-A2-B-C-A-O

Sarah’s song: I-A-A-B-A-C-B-C-O

These structures lent themselves to the natural development of the songs, as the
introductions allowed for the beginnings of musical and lyrical ideas to occur in away that was
not yet completely determined. There was room for uncertainty and for the members to explore
ideas in relation to themselves and one another in loosely temporal musical space. Within these
introductory sections, the music could be heard lingering around the tonic before forming a more
devel oped progression upon which the verse may begin to occur.

Musically, the verse continued around the tonic but ostinated a simple chord progression
that was repeated as many times as needed. Lyrically, these verses conveyed the details of the
songs (e.g., images, events, emotions). As these were improvised songs, the lyrics appeared to
form in afree-associative manner as related to a chosen theme. Asthese musical and lyrical
ideas appeared to reach a greater momentum, the music transitioned to a bridge section. This
bridge section, which moved both songs to a progression anchored around the vi chord, provided
a section that was in contrast to the verses and disallowed the verse from becoming overly
repetitious. These sections appeared to encourage musical and lyrical development, bringing the
clients expressions into a heightened musical environment.

The bridge traditionally culminates in a strong transitional V chords, asit did here,
allowing the verse to return in an anticipated manner. Coming out of the heightened experience
of the bridge, both returns to the verse showed the client’s ability to reflect on the verse in a more
musically and lyrically complex and expressive manner. Additionally, at this point, other

members (clients and therapists) seemed to play into the verse in amore driven and poised
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manner. The following excerpt isillustrative of the impetus built in movement from section to
section, and is described in Table 1 asfollows:

Sarah, Excerpt 4

F transitions to the B section for the second time. His playing appearsto bein a

pulled back, staccato manner...S: “My friend and I are like ties together.” Here

thereis a pause in the music before the group simultaneously chooses to come in

with increased dynamic and subdivided rhythm.

Asthisformat repeated itself with a developed level of musical and lyrical richness and
intensity, it became apparent that there was a bigger picture rising out of each improvisation.
Due to the improvisatory nature of each song, there appeared to be a great amount of impetus
behind each song, asif it isrealizing itself through its own unfolding process. As the researcher,
| seethisasaclear parallel between the unfolding of song structure and the process of
formation/expression of the self, asthe client isrealizing his or her own self through the
devel oping sections of the song structure.

As the chorus was finally reached, both songs returned to the tonic but with thickened
instrumentation, voicing, and the addition of multiple voices sharing the lyrical and melodic
content. Simple and repetitious phrases were used (e.g., “Everybody goes to school” and “My
friend and I’), which did not seem to be new content but rather a centralized theme summarizing
the content of the rest of the song up until these points. The reaching of the chorus felt
celebratory and was a peak experience in regards to the musical momentum, dynamic, and lyrical
content coming together in a coherently expressed moment.

Lyrical emergence of identity formation/expression. Three concepts were found under

the second category, lyrical emergence of identity formation/expression: lyrical initiation and
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thematic development; a song of the self; and the usage of abstracted/metaphoric language. Each
concept is described below, drawing commonalities between the sampled excerpts and their
relationship to ASD. Audio examples will be available for further exposure to these concepts
through both written and auditory example (see Table 2).

Lyrical initiation and thematic development. A central concept around both improvised
song creations was the clients’ lyrical initiation and further thematic development over the
course of the improvised song creation. Described earlier within the music therapy summaries,
both Jamie and Sarah initiated their songs with avery clear and fully developed lyric, setting the
stage for the improvisation that is about to unfold. Jamie’s lyric regarding the “teachers that you
get” seemed to be amore loosely tied lyric that was not overtly focused on a specific idea but
rather leading to a chain of connected thoughts, in a stream of consciousness sort of manner,
from which a greater theme and personal significance was eventually revealed. In contrast to
this, Sarah initiated lyrics (i.e., “My friend and I”’) that became repeated as a centralized focus
and later the chorus of the song. This seemed to provide an anchor from which Sarah could
lyrically explore her related thoughts and feelings before returning to the broader thematic
statement. It is my impression as both the researcher and therapist that the format of these
improvised song creations allowed the clients access to much higher levels of introspection and
the ability to express such within the creative template supported by the therapist. Thiswas
expressed in Sarah’s lyric, “you know we are together, we’ll never tear ourselves apart. My
friend and I are like ties together.”

Song of the self. As described, each client-initiated song creation continually developed

across musical, lyrical, and interpersonal dimensions. Within the lyrical realm, it became
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increasingly apparent that these songs were not only expressions of the self, but were actually
autobiographical in nature.

Jamie’s song reflected upon the experience of being a student through multiple
perspectives. Generaly, the lyrics relayed insight to the day to day lived experience of Jamie,
offering Jamie an opportunity to self-reflect while simultaneously sharing hislived experience
with the therapistsin arelational manner. He explored themes such as when school breaks occur,
what a student does throughout the day, and going to camp during the summer, all suggesting his
integration of sociocultural concepts into hisindividual identity. Further into the song, the lyric,
“Yeah, if you’re a teenager you go to middle school,” suggested Jamie’s interest in not only
exploring his current identity as a student but the potentials of his own future to one day become
ateenager and go to middle school.

Sarah’s song can be perceived as a song of hope due to its musical pairing of a strongly
pulsed tempo and major key with lyrics reflecting upon the future of a seemingly damaged
friendship. Prominent lyricsin relation to formation and expression of identity included
examples such as, “We know you, and I know I, because we’re friends, we’re pairs, everybody
knows that.”

Sarah, Excerpt 5

These lyrics summarized the multifaceted nature of identity as they mention the self in
context to self (“I know I”), in context to others (“because we’re friends”), and in context to a
larger societal and/or universal context (“everybody knows that”) The interplay between these
contexts within this single line of music suggests their value as a means by which Sarah can best

understand and convey her current perception of self through the improvised song creation.
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Sarah’s placing of value upon being afriend and self-identifying was best summarized within the
lyric, “We know who we are...because it’s gonna work out together.”

These songs of the self, in turn, not only alow for formation and expression of identity
but also bring the identity of the client more presently into the view of the therapists and/or other
group members. This changed awareness of the client’s identity for the therapists holds
implications both within the moment of creation as well as the long term conceptualization of the
client’s work.

Use of abstracted/metaphoric language. AS Jamie and Sarah each assumed the role of
the lead vocalist, the usage of lyric became an additional mode through which the self could be
accessed. Through this lyricism, both Jamie and Sarah could be heard using abstracted or
metaphoric language, alowing them access to identity formation and expression in multiple
ways.

For Jamie, an example of such would be his evolution through multiple writing
perspectives, each allowing him to contemplate his own identity as an elementary school student
through a different viewpoint:

Jamie, Excerpt 5, 6, 7

Within the beginning, Jamie used abstracted language such as “you unpack, that means
you 're ready for school” and “Your vacation starts on April 2", removing from himself from
the narrative. The use of “you” and other second-person language allowed Jamie the opportunity
to reflect upon his own experience through aremoved lens, potentially making it easier to relay
these experiences.

Jamie transitioned into a broader reflection on the theme, singing, “...they have schools

in different states and they open every season.” His referencing of unspecified places and times
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where school exists showed Jamie’s connection to being a student within a larger societal
culture. Finally, Jamie shared the lyrics, “Or, like Britney Hoskee...” and later “People / know
are from my camp, you don’t even know them,” referencing people and ideas that were more
close and personal to him. The evolution of Jamie’s stance from the second-person to afirst-
person perspective seems to communicate an increased awareness of and comfort with exploring
personal themes within improvised song.

Sarah’s song was equally filled with similar moments and perhaps even more so with
metaphor. One such example is the lyric, “My friend and I, we’re in ties together,” which could
be understood to reference a seemingly inseparable bond between her and her friend. The use of
language in this way not only allows lyric to be an expressive medium but aso allows the client
to make further aesthetic choices in the collaborative shaping of the improvised song cresation.
Lyrica choices, such as those described, as well as musical choices made in the context of
improvised song, communicate a sense of artistry on client’s behalf. Not only does the context of
improvised song provide an outlet by which a client can share self-reflective themes, but the
ability to also act as a poet/artist/musician within these experiences may additionally expand,
develop, or nourish a creative identity for these clients.

Interpersonal emergence of identity formation/expression.

Examining the data of the interpersonal transcripts, | found it most important to examine
this datain relationship to the lyrical and musical transcriptions and full gestalt of the
improvisational song creations. As researcher, it was important to understand that none of these
transcripts could have existed in isolation, but were reliant upon one another as inner workings of
the greater whole of the experience. There were, however, afew important concepts specific to

interpersonal emergence of identity that were understood as follows:
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Choosing to create a song. Prior to both improvised song creations, the conscious
decision was made by the client to engage in a “song.” Though I, as the researcher, cannot
objectively understand what each client understood a “song” to be upon these verbally initiated
requests, the decision to engage in the concept of song allowed for a container in which the
improvisation could occur with some sense of directedness (see Table 3). In this premusical
context, the idea of engaging in song can be viewed as providing the means to an experience
rather than actually capturing the essence of the experience itself.

Finding roles. Another commonality of these premusical interactions was the assignment
of musical roles among the players (therapists and group members) present. Within Jamie’s
session, Jamie told the co-therapist that he “can listen to it [the song],” but after a pause, follows
up with, “Rick, you can play actually...play your instrument.” Similarly, Sarah introduced each
of the players, speaking into a microphone and excitedly stating his or her name and the
instrument that he or she would be playing (see Table 3):

Jamie, Excerpt 8

Sarah, Excerpt 6

The premusical referencing of the other members suggests what is at least abasic
awareness of others. The client’s assignment and referencing of roles also seems connected to
the inherent dynamics of being amusical group or band and engagement in the performance of
these dynamics. In regards to identity, this assumption of roles suggests an attempt to locate
oneself in relation to others. It should be mentioned that these roles are not static, asthereis
some give-and-take within the music, and the players appear comfortable to add or subtract

instrumentation as they are inspired to do so.
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Nonverbal acknowledgement. A basic but significant concept that surfaced from the
interpersonal interactions was that of nonverbal referencing and acknowledgment. This was
viewed through gestures such as smiling, nodding, or ssmply looking at the therapists or group
members. At times, these gestures appeared to be in anticipation or expectation of amusical
moment. Other times, these gestures followed a musical moment in acknowledgment. One such
example from the transcript reads (see Table 3):

Jsings C-Ab, now outlining the 5™ and minor 3 of aiv...CT facial expression

and head nod appears to communicate a sense of acknowledgment to J and that

his is, for lack of a better word, “digging” J’s musical choice.

It is significant to mention that, even with this moment, Jamie, the primary therapist, and
co-therapist al continued to play as though nothing spectacular needs to be acknowledged but
that thisisjust a piece of the music that they are creating. The ability to have this feedback
creates a continuous cycle of output and feedback, validating the client and highlighting the
interpersonal nature of the musical exchange. Similarly, the musicing itself creates a feedback
loop as the players are engaged in a simultaneous process of listening and responding through
their own musical contributions.

Integrating client preferences & tendencies. A last concept is the integration of client
preferences and tendencies into the context of the improvised song creation. For Jamie, these
preferences and tendencies presented lyrically in his desire to list months and holidays
sequentially, which he does within the improvised song. For Sarah, these preferred tendencies
presented within body movement, as she danced, bounced in rhythm, and struck posesin
moments of her improvised song. Within certain noncrestive contexts, the actions would each be

viewed as potentially inappropriate or stereotypic behaviors of ASD. Within the context of the
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improvised songs, however, the client is able to integrate his or her way of being in a purposeful
and directed manner. As such, the improvised song experience allows aspects of the client’s
identity to be recontextualized and experienced by themselves and othersin anew way.
Research Question B

This next section addresses the research question: What function does improvised song
creation serve in the formation/expression of identity for each client? Coming from research
Question A, which examined the clients’ experience in a more descriptive and thematic manner,
Question B aimed to build theory from these descriptive themes in order to understand the
broader functions of improvised song creation as a therapeutic medium. At this point, the
triangulations of the data were increasingly necessary in order for the theory to fully emerge
from the data.

What 1, as the researcher, came to understand was a very music-centered stance on what
improvised song creation was able to offer the client in relation to formation and expression of
identity. In other words, given the preexisting establishment of a therapeutic relationship, |
believed that | was coming to understand what improvised song creation intrinsically could offer
aclient. After al, being that both clients had initiated the movement into improvised song
creation, | was curious to understand what they knowingly or unknowingly were seeking from
this means of musicing. What | came to were themes that, when combined, formed aworking
definition of the function of improvised song creation. It appeared that improvised song creation
functioned to allow the client to be engaged in a collaborative, exploratory performance of the
self, through an aesthetically and creatively driven process. Each of these themes will be

explored individually for greater understanding.
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Figure 1. Research Question B: Functions of improvised song creation in formation/expression
of identity for client.

Collaborative process. As understood through the descriptions provided for question A,
the improvised song creation processis inherently interpersona in nature when created within
the context of music group. Both the 2:1 individual setting and 2:3 group settings in music
therapy support this type of work. Concepts such as musical synchronization or falling into a
groove, singing in unison and harmony with others, finding roles, and acknowledging othersin a
musical group all involve an exploration and location of self in relation to others that isinherent
to collaborative and cocreative musical process. The collaborative process carries a sense of give
and take, leading to greater mutuality between players in the musical process. As described, this
mutuality not only allows the client to explore relationships with others but also allows his or her
identity to become more present to othersin the musical process.

For Sarah, the importance of this collaborative process appeared to be paramount to her
formation and expression of identity. As mentioned, her song involved hope for a friendship,
which is mirrored by her simultaneously exploring this theme with friends in the therapy setting.
| would typically use the phrase “peers” when referencing clients among one another in the

music therapy setting, but in this case, | know that Sarah considered these group membersto be
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friends from my experience working with the group. The ability to be supported musically while
sharing this idea with her friends seemed to add to a sense of pride that she had in being afriend
to others and was paralleled by lyrics such as, “We know its gonna work out together.” The
therapists repeated, “Together,” again emphasizing this parallel process.

Exploratory performance of the self. Theidea of sharing oneself or aspects of oneself
through an improvisatory song creation aligns meaningfully with concepts of identity formation
and exploration. Concepts such as expansion of the voice, finding amusical style, lyrical and
musical thematic development, and sharing of supercultural givens all involve a performance of
the self. Understanding that identity isin constant flux, choosing to create a song in agiven
moment could be compared to taking a snapshot of oneself to capture a given moment in time.
However, the spontaneous and improvisatory nature of these song creations places less emphasis
on a perfected and composed moment and places more emphasis on a stream of consciousness
exploration on the self or the personal subject matter chosen by the client. Asthe client makes
musical choices or voices ideas within the music, he or she appears to become increasingly
aware of these choices and engages more deeply in this sounding of the self. This processin
multileveled in nature because the self comes across both through the subject matter brought in
by the client and perhaps even more so in the in the moment performance of the subject matter
through the musical, lyrical, and interpersonal ways of being. As stated within the literature
review, musicingisaself in action. It is not just a reflective performance of self but also a
production of the self in the moment through exploration of musical and aesthetic forms (Aigen,
2009; Frith, 1996; Ruud, 1997, 2014).

Aesthetically and creatively driven process. Considering the thematic elements thus

far, we can begin to see an artistic, aesthetic, and creative process that is inseparable from
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improvised song creation. Concepts including devel opment of song structure, poetic lyricism,
coming into amusical style, and the evaluation of and acting upon musical choices all exhibit an
inherent consideration of aestheticsin improvised song creation. Perhaps most difficult to
articulate, this consideration of aesthetic impliesthat the client is choosing to create something
that he or she wants to sound pleasing or beautiful in nature. Defining what “pleasing” or
“beautiful” should sound like is not for the therapist to judge or overly insert bias upon but
instead involves acknowledging that the client is making choices in the moment in order to

create what feels right or what he or she would like to hear.

In the context of these sessions, however, the improvised song creation was collaborative.

Hence, the music that was produced in those moments can be understood as that of the combined
aesthetic choices of clients and therapists. Simultaneously, Jamie and Sarah’s assumed roles of
the lead singer alowed group roles and dynamics to unfold such that other clients or therapists
assumed a supportive and facilitative role to the impetus of the leader. In moments where the
aesthetic choices of the players lined up synchronously, such as spontaneous harmonization or
felt pausesin the music, it appeared that the players experienced a heightened sense of
connectedness to the music and to one another through the act of musicing together. Hence, the
aesthetic and creative process informsidentity asit allows the client to partake with others as an
artist, nurturing a creative part of self and potentially expanding this part of his or her identity.

This creative identity may in turn be integrated, impacting the client’s whole sense of being.
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Discussion

Engaging in grounded theory analysis of the raw data sel ected, a deepened understanding
was reached on the functions of improvised song creation and the mechanisms that allow such
functions to occur. The results from this research reflect and build upon the preexisting literature
of music therapy treatment, practice, and philosophy. Furthermore, the results contribute to the
socia discourse on autism and disability. In this section, | have included my personal experience
as the researcher alongside a discussion based upon my findings on improvised song creations
ability to address identity formation and expression for individuals with ASD. This discussion
highlights four main categories, which are: engaging in the research process; implications for
musi ¢ therapy interventions; implications for current treatment approaches with ASD; and
implications for the neurodiversity movement.
Engaging in the Research Process

As researcher and clinician, this research process continually reminded me of the cyclical
relationship between theory, practice, and research, each of which inform and propel one another
forward. Entering into the grounded theory research process grew organically out of the process
oriented clinical work as it occurred within the naturalistic setting of the music therapy session.
In a need to better understand the phenomena occurring for each client and across multiple
sessions, hypotheses and theoretical musings began to occur. Throughout the research process, |
sensed that my understandings of the clients were changing, and my stance toward the clinical
work wanted to follow suit. Even before engaging in aformalized research process, | was aware
that these clients’ identities had shifted in my mind, as I had grasped an insight to them in a
broader sociocultural context. As such, | was curiousto analyze if there had been perceivable

shift for them within the music as well.
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Another facet tying the clinical process to the research were the more simplified indexes
already being kept as aform of clinical notetaking. The watching back and indexing of clinical
process promotes spending greater time with the clinical work in order to develop a deeper
clinical perception of the client, therapist, and their relationship in music. Nordoff, Robbins, and
Robbins (2011) drew connections between the indexing process and research stating, “Indexing
encourages an open attitude of investigation and provides important opportunities for more
formal research” (p. 60). Pursuing grounded theory research on spontaneous and improvisational
creation was equally interesting. Coming out of the research process, | felt that | had reached a
greater understanding of what | had set out to explore. At the same time, | understood that
theoretical structures were only able to emerge through the alowance of aflexible and cocreated
clinical process.

Identity Formation through Song Creation

In understanding the importance of identity, | at first considered the NRMT concept of
the “music child,” which expands beyond the confines of the “condition child” in allowing for
transcendence of disability. While the selected participants provided clear examples of this
through lyrical content and high functioning capacities, | believe that implications are also made
to consider the psychosocial needs of all individuals with ASD. Aigen’s Playin’ in the Band
(2005¢) is among a number of studies that highlight a nonverbal client’s ability to engage in
expressive, autonomous, and mutual musicing and how the musical, creative process uniquely
allows this opportunity. In addition, Robarts (2003), aNRMT trained music therapist who
integrates psychodynamic theory into her work, described the implications for improvised
songwriting as “a bridge between our inner and outer worlds. . .when a song grows from

spontaneously expressed feelings, it isin a sense both a container and transformer of feelings,
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whereby new meanings may be forged” (p. 142).

A broader survey of songwriting from music therapy clinicians (Baker et al., 2009) found
that “four of the top six goals underpinning songwriting are psycho-emotionally focused —
“develop a sense of self; externalizing thoughts, fantasies, and emotions; telling the client’s
story; gaining insight or clarifying thoughts and feelings” (Baker et al., 2009, p. 33). Additional
areas that can be addressed through songwriting include communicating the emotions of the
songwriter, stimulating moments of insight to the self, fostering identity transformation, and
enhancing self-esteem (Baker, 2015b). My finding that improvised song creation functions to
allow the client to be engaged in a collaborative, exploratory performance of the self, through an
aesthetically and creatively driven process aligns with Baker’s recent findings. For example, the
thematic content that arose from each individual (i.e., Jamie’s identifying as a soon-to-be middle
school student and Sarah’s strong understanding of herself in relation to her friend) effectively
changed my perception of each client’s identity to consider him/her in context to a broader
sociocultural environment. This environment not only included the trials and tribul ations of
being a preteen male or female but opened up to the consideration of generationa differences,
extent of disability, religious and spiritua orientation, ethnic and racial identity, socioeconomic
status, and other supercultural givens each of playing a potentially dynamic role in one’s
continual formation of identity.

Psychosocial functions of improvised song creation are inherent to the music itself and
are not necessarily extrinsic outcomes of the musical medium. However, the results from this
study appear incongruent when considered in relation to a bulk of the literature on song creation
with the ASD population. Clinicians working with clients with ASD focus more on behavioral

and developmental goals, with a primary focus on task memorization or behavioral management,
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socia skills, and alesser alignment with these psycho-emotional goals. Mental health and
psychosocia needs of clients, however, should be considered in relationship with behavioral and
developmental capacitiesin order to more fully grasp the biological, environmental, and
individualized differences at play and the interaction between them. While coming from my own
theoretical orientations, remaining flexible in thought and practice was necessary in order to
meet the immediate needs as they arose for these clients in song creation.

Implications for Music Therapy Practice

Results from this study emphasize the need to revisit and expand current treatment
focuses for individuals with ASD in music therapy. It isimportant to consider treatment from a
more comprehensive perspective. In doing so, clinicians may gain afuller understanding of their
clients and more properly address a full spectrum of potential needs of the individuals with
whom they work.

With the unique advantage of serving as both researcher and clinician, | am ableto
confirm that | went into both of these sessions with goals for the clients that revolved around
sustaining attention and engagement, increasing communicative turn taking, affective expression,
and adaptation to others within musical play. As the sessions unfolded, the clients’ increasingly
present expressions of self-identity necessitated a refocusing of clinical perspective and an
allowance of the song forms to unfold. It can be seen that through these improvised song
creations, the preestablished goals were met for the client, but a deepened value of the clinical
work simultaneously became apparent and a guiding force for client, therapist, and group
members. Additionally, therapists and group members appeared invested in the creative

compulsion to see the song formation to fruition.
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Music-centered thinking (Aigen, 2005a) greatly demonstrates the means through which
thiswork was able to occur. Aigen (2005a) proposed:

Client outcome is not a state of being achieved at the end of therapy but instead

something that unfolds within the clinical process itself...it is the evocation of latent

skills, capacities, functions, and experiences of self that may only be present while

musicing. (p.109)

The implications in music therapy practice can be examined through a closer examination of the

mechanism at play in song creation and the therapist’s role in facilitating the musical experience.

Aigen (2005a), as informed by Elliot (1995), asserted that a music therapist is responsible for
“creating conditions where musical creativity, musical expression, musical aesthetics, musical
communitas, and musical transpersonal experiences can occur” (Aigen, 2005a, p. 108).

With a heightened awareness of the mechanism at play in improvised song creation, the
therapist may manipulate elements of the musical, lyrical, and interpersona exchanges with
greater efficiency. For example, within my sampled clinical work, the use of my voice to reflect,
sing in unison, and then harmonize with the clients each added a new element to the therapeutic
process of the client. This allowed them to hear their own contributionsin various
recontextualizations, adjusting and expanding their own musical identity accordingly. While
there was some awareness on my part of these clinical decisionsin the moment of the session,
this more in depth analysis helps to bring greater focus to these elements and their function
within the whole of the songwriting process.

Simultaneously, it isimportant to keep this song creation process improvisational in
nature, asto allow for the naturalistic development of ideas, expressions, and direction from the

client. Results of the research should not dictate the process but can provide a guide as to the
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potential paths that the song creation process may take and their significance to the client. Lastly,
this study serves as an important reminder of the interpersonal dynamics inherent to musicing. It
isimportant for the therapist to remember that without his/her active presence in the room, that
the therapeutic value would be potentially nonexistent. Nordoff (2005a) stated, “Don’t forget,
you’re communicating too...You can’t base the session entirely on what the child isdoing. Y ou,
yourself are communicating, your communications should be certainly inspired by the child in
the situation. So they have meaning” (p. 37).

Within my results, I mention the importance of the feedback loop in the song creation
process, as the members are actively creating, listening, and responding to one another through
moment to moment decisions. The therapist is encouraged to maintain awareness of his or her
participation in this process and its value for the client.

Implications for Neurodiversity Movement

Through this study, it can be suggested that improvised song creation alows clients with
ASD access to musical platform’s same functions as those of a neurotypical population,
providing access to rich cocreative and psychosocial exploration. This aligns with the NRMT
theory that all people have inherent musicality within them, regardless of pathology. Concepts of
the “music child” are evoked, as the clients seem to access identity formation, expression, and
development through the musical processes of improvised song creation (Nordoff & Robbins,
2007; Turry, 1998). The qualities of expression, flexibility, spontaneity, and initiative attributed
to NRMT are present here and attribute to the clients’ ability to come into a fuller sense of
identity through the music. As exemplified within this study, both Jamie and Sarah increasingly

displayed a keen sense of musicality and an awareness of tonality, musical form, and structure.
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The second notion that | come to is the importance of allowing clients with ASD access
to the creative process. In the research process, | saw not only the emergence of afuller identity
in terms of a sociocultural context for each client but also the client’s emerging identity as an
artist, musician, and creative collaborator. The claiming of asound or astyle allowed the clients,
like musicians, to declare themselves through an aesthetic and affective representation of who
they might understand themselves to be or even have the desire to be (i.e. trying on stylistic
voices or personas). Additionally, musicing brought the clients into a greater sense of mutuality
with the therapists and group members, establishing a dynamic of creative partnerships and
decreasing a hierarchical dynamic that can be typical of the therapy session.

Though the partaking in improvised song creation and active musicing greatly
empowered the clients, | also found that their autism was essential and unique to their identities.
Exemplary aspects, such as Jamie’s fascination with calendar holidays and Sarah’s exaggerated
movements to the music, illustrate the ways in which their unique interests, concerns, and ways
of being were inseparable from the song creation process. This perspective aligns with the
neurodiversity movement, which aims for an appreciation and acceptance of the individual
neurovariations rather than treating autistic tendencies as an aspect of self to be suppressed or
overcome.

Within asocial discourse, access to musicing and other forms of aesthetic and creative
participation should be considered a right made accessible to al individuals. Like other social
justice advocacy movements, the neurodiversity movement does not just include an acceptance
of differences of the autistic population but aso an inclusive alowance of autistics to the

opportunities and rights of the neurotypical population. These rights may span from the
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opportunity to hold a paying job position to being able to partake in the arts as a creative medium
for expression.

Again, in reference to whether thisright is exclusive to what would be considered the
higher functioning autistic population, | believe that it is not. Rather, to create aesthetic choices
should be considered a general right and obligation of humanity. Even in working with amore
severely autistic individual, to treat his or her contributions with a sense of perceptive
intentionality isto treat him or her with respect as amusical, expressive individual. Prum (2016)
expressed that we need not necessarily be cognizant of making “art” in order to make cregtive
and aesthetic choices, stating:

Aestheticsis a consequence of the opportunity for sensory perception, some kind of

cognitive evaluation, and choice, and when you have those three things occurring you

have the opportunity for aesthetic evolution, and that gives rise to whole new dynamics

that didn’t occur when those three things were absent. (Prum, 2016)

In understanding this concept, it would then seem our obligation as music therapists to alow the
client space for choice to occur. It is through facilitation of client choice and responding
therapeutically to aesthetic interactions that | felt these improvised song creations were able to
occur and flourish.

Lastly, | believe that these song creations speak to the right of individuals with ASD to
use the therapeutic setting in the same ways as a neurotypical individua might use the
therapeutic setting. As clinically warranted, this would suggest moving away from clinician-
driven goals and devel oping more collaborative goals in a therapeutic alliance with the client.
Aigen (1997) stated, “If an important goal is enhancing a client’s emotional self-awareness...one

must first convey the sense that what is felt in the moment is worth sharing with others” (p. 22).
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Allowing clients with ASD to become more directive in their therapeutic processes may, in turn,
continue to highlight a broader scope of needs for these individuals.
Limitations

Although this research effectively answered the proposed questions, | am additionally
aware of itslimitations. As stated, there was a dual relationship as | was both the clinician and
the researcher within this study. A second and important limitation of the study was the inability
to have member checking. Thisis an unfortunately common limitation to studies with the ASD
population as many of these individuals are nonverbal or lacking in the ability to receptively
and/or expressively partake in member checking of results. In this particular study, the clients
both had verbal capacities. However, they were unable to express themselves as fluidly or
elaborately outside of the active musicing of the therapy setting. Other limitations stemmed from
the time constraints and nature of it being athesis study. Such limitations included the limited
sample size used within the study, focusing on only two selected moments, each about fiveto
seven minutes in length. Another limitation was being the only researcher, which prohibited
proper peer scrutiny of the data. However, working with an advisor and committee chair member
did alow me to never become completely isolated in the research process. The time constraints
of the project also prohibited me from gathering and integrating additional data sources into the
study that may have led to greater triangulation of data as well as broader implications for theory
devel opment.
Implications for Future Research

A future research study could include a larger sample size and/or multiple examples of
improvised song creation from the same client over a period of time. The concepts and

theoretical constructs derived from this study could also be tested in future research by
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implementing the intervention of improvised song creation to specifically address the
psychosocia and emotional needs of aclient with ASD. Thiswould provide greater construct
validity to the results of the present study and develop a greater understanding as to the efficacy
of improvised song creation in identity formation of clientswith ASD.

A thematic analysis of improvised song creations for clients with ASD could be
instrumental in more deeply understanding the experience of individuals on the spectrum.
Similarly, case studies and naturalistic inquiries of comparable work would continually add to
this body of research. Other possibilities for research could be the addition of multiple forms of
datain asimilar study. This might include parent interviews that could be used to further
understand the client or parent’s perception of the client in multiple contexts. Another important
measure could be the addition of an assessment tool like the IMCAP-ND (Carpente, 2009) in
order to understand the potential correlations between identity formation and functional
developmental levels of clients.

Lastly, astudy that | have interest in doing would be finding additional ways to engage
with the sampled data. For example, engaging in an arts based examination of these song
creations may elicit different results, potentially getting closer to the essence of the clients’

experiences in the creative process.
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Conclusions

The descriptive concepts and themes devel oped through this research study contribute to
an increased understanding of the potentials of improvised song creation for individuals with
ASD, providing acloser look at the inherent mechanisms at play in musical, lyrical, and
interpersonal interaction. Additionally, the emergent data highlights the latent psychosocial
needs of individuals with ASD that may arise within the context of improvised song creation.
Therapists are encouraged to employ a more comprehensive stance when conceptualizing the
needs of their clients on the spectrum. As with the participants of this study, it is possible that
such psychosocial needs may surface as elicited by the growth of the song, simultaneously
containing and transforming the experience of the client. Music therapists trained in an
improvisational framework may then utilize the improvised song intervention with greater
awareness of the mechanism at play and their potential functioning to the needs of the client. A
heightened awareness to the spectrum of needs for individuals with ASD contributesto
improvements in the quality of care for these individuals. Concurrently, this awareness equalizes

these individuals, contributing to the discourse of the neurodiversity movement.
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CONSENT FORM

Title: The Funetion of Improvised Songwriting for Children with ASD in Formation of identity: A
Grounded Theory Imvestigation

Researthor: lesse Asch, MT-BC
Kodloy College
1000 Hempstead Avenue
Rockyllle Centre, MY 11570
515-323-3333
jaschi@ maoiloy.edu

Achvisor: Barbara Wheeler, PhD, MT-BC
Adjunct Prafessar, Molloy College
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This informed consent form has two parts:
« [Information Sheet
+ Certificate of Consent

Part 1! Information Sheet

Introduction

My name is Jesse Asch and | am a master's level graduate student in music therapy at Molloy College. |
am inwiting you Lo participate in a study | am conducting, examining the use of improvised sengwriting in
formation and expression of self-identity. This topic will examine work with multiple cliants who wsed
improvised songwriting as a central part of their therapeutic process, meeting various emotional and
expressive needs, By examining this topic, | will attempt to develop theeries on the function of
improvised songwiiting te better inform the clinical practice of music therapists and address the needs
of Individuals with autism spectrum disorders,

With permission, one of your child’s past sessions, which hava been videotaped for in-house purposes at
The Rebecca Center far Music Therapy, will be analyzed. The videa-recarded sesslons will be used with
the focus of studying musical, lyelcal, and social elemeants as they oveurred within the natural conlext of
the music therapy sessicn. Written documenitation, videa excerpts, and musical and yrical transcriptions
will alse be used Ik this study,

Curation

Rewlsed luly 8, 2015
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The collection and analysis of data will take place cver the course of 3 months, from lanuary to March
2016.

Confidentiality

Confidentiality of your child will be strictly maintained thraughout this study. All of the data will be
completely anonymous. The recorded sessions and written transcriptions kept throughout the process
will be shared only with my facuity advisor, and these meetings will remaln confidential. All recerdings
and transcripts of the data will be kept in an encrypted, password-protected folder on the primary
researcher’s personal computer. There are na foreseeable risks inherent with this study.

Benefits

Atthough there will be no direct benefits to your child, study could promote a focus upon psychosocial
and mental health needs of individuals with ASD. The study can also l=ad to further development of
theory, method, and practice of songwriting and improvisational techniques in music therapy,
specificalty with individuals with ASD. Preliminary findings from this study could warrant further and
more extensive resezrch efforts at a future date.

Sharing the results

You will receive a copy of the final report when the analysis is complete and conclusions are drawn. The
study will be included in the thesis directory at Molloy College, and may be adapted for broader
publication in music therzpy journals at a later date,

Voluntary participation

Your participation in this study is entirely voluntary. There will be no consequences for choosing not to
participate, and you may also change your mind later without conseguence, Your child will nat be
compensated tor participation in this study, You will not be charged for yaur child’s participation in this
study.

Contact

If you have any questions ar concerns, please do not hesitate to contact me at my office at The Rebecca
Center at (516)-323-3333. You may also contact my faculty advisor, Dr. Barbara Wheeler at
barbare.wheeler@louisville.edu.

Molloy College’s Institutional Review Board has reviewed this study; a committes whose purpose is to
review research Involving human subjects, ensuring parlicipants are protected from harm. For
questions about your child’s right in this study, you may contact the Institutional Review Board:

Nome

1000 Hempstead Ave.

Rockville Centre, NY 11571

{516) xxx-xxxx

Signing your name below indicales that you have read and understood the contents of this consent form
and thal you agree to have your child's video-recorded sessions used in this study. Please note that if

you wish for your child Lo discontinue in the study, you may withdraw him/her at any time after signing
Lhis form without consequences of any kind. Thank you,

Part 2: Certificate of Consent

Aevizad July 8, 2015
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An explanatian of the procedures to be employed in this study, in which | have voluntarily agreed to
participate, has been affered ta me. All my inguiries concerning the study have been answered to my
satisfaction. | understand that the information collected will be held in confidence, and that my child’s
narne will not in any way be identified. | understand that additional information about the study results
will be provided, at its conclusion, upon my request. | know that [ am free to withdraw from this study
without penalty at any time. | understand thart | will receive 3 copy of this signed consent.

The above infarmation has been provided to me (check anc)
In writing Orally

gignalurc of subject Date

Signature of researcher Date

(OPTIONAL) Complete the following if you wish to recelve a copy of the results of this study:

NAME:
(Typed or printed)
ADDRESS: _
{Street)
(City} {State] @

e-mall {optlonal}

Rewed July 8, 2015
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APPENDIX C: Sample Data Analysis Tables

Tablel

Musical emergence of identity through improvised song creation.

Concept
Musical synchronization

Category

(primarily varying tempos)

-Adapting to others, lining up

phrases, falling into groove,
synchronizing

Expansion of voice -Speak-singing on asingle
pitch
-Widened range of singing

(creative leaps)

-More legato, lyrica phrasing
-Appearing more thoughtful in

musical choices

Types of singing -Musical reflection/mirroring
(reflection, unison, and and validation from therapist
harmony) -Singing/playing in unison,

joining, affirming, and
acknowledging
-Singing/playing in harmony
or complementary parts,
referencing and supporting

-Early musical digjointedness

Examples of highlighted or noted transcript®

(J) 0:28 At first J’s singing is rhythmic to the natural
cadence of hiswords and then slows, becoming more
legato to match the PT’s piano play...J now seems to
be lining up his phrasing more intentionally with the
chordal structure on the piano.

(S) 1:55 S: “My friend and |. We areinties. | know
we are. No higher five. | know that it will work out
just fine.” Modulating and expanding sung range to
match F’s piano accompaniment. This brings F into
greater reciprocity as well.

(J) 1:157: “...is over” J takes another leap up a
perfect fifth from G to D and then resolves on the
fourth, C, which is sung over the PT’s sustaining on
the V chord (G magjor).

(J) 3:40 J: “Your vacation a(e)nd, your vacation starts
on April 2™ J sings from G to E in a major sixth leap,
descending diatonically down to C.

(S) 2245 PT: “My friend and I...” S: Waits, listening,
strikes a pose in rhythm, placing hand on her hip, then
matches F’s piano melody with her vocal melody,
singing, “We’re in ties together.”

(J) 1:50J: “Because it ends in June, then you go to
camp. School ends in the summer.” PT: “It ends in the
Summertime”...Lyrical exchangeis more
simultaneous and J looks at PT as they both sing.

(J) 5:25PT: “Everybody goes to school... Jason goes
to school.” ...J comesin directly on the downbeat and
singsin falsetto, matching the harmonic movement of
the song. J: “Five.” Jlooks at CT, who nods in
acknowledgment. PT: “Five. Oh, Jason goes to school.
School...” PT & CT: “Five” PT and CT are both
looking a J and sustaining a harmony in the lyric “5”
again over the IV toiv transition.

(S) 2233 S: “We know it’s gonna work out together.”
CT: “Together” sung in direct reflection of S’s
melodic and lyrical idea.

(S) 4:00 S initiates, “Oh, My friend and I”” in a
sustained, chorus-like cadence. CT and PT joinin
reflecting this phrase but take harmonies to the note,
as the three sustain the phrase together. The
accompanying music is particularly grounded and
steady amongst the group members.
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Musica style -Functioning as a band (J) 1:30 J: “School started on September 2™, 2014. It
-Referencing popular music ended on June 26™. And its gonna end Friday June
-Making aesthetic and 26" 2015.” Lyric/melody becomes heavily
idiomatic choices syncopated against the steady of the therapistsin an

almost rap-like manner. CT’s drumming also becomes
more stylistic here. He is switching between drum and
cymbal in arock-pop groove, even adding afill on the
drums in multiple turn-arounds.

(S) 2:40 S: “Everybody listen, listen, listen.” Comes
off as an expressive and stylistic proclamation that is
fitting of S’s assumed role of the lead singer to the
group, asif they werein performance.

Song structure -Usage of popular music (J) Song structure: Pre-A-A-B-A-A2-B-C-A-outro
structure (verse (A), bridge (S) Song structure: Pre-A-A-B-A-C-B-C-ending
(B), chorus (C)) (J) 4:00 Verse momentarily developsto a Dorian
-Building tempo, dynamic, and progression (I-bVII-bll-IV-I). This circular
expressive intensity progression creates an increased sense of momentum
-Thematic repetition and to the song.
devel opment (S) 3:23 F transitions to the B section for the second
-Musical container time. His playing appearsto bein a pulled back,

staccato manner...S: “My friend and I are like ties
together.” Here there is a pause in the music before
the group simultaneously chooses to come in with
increased dynamic and subdivided rhythm.
2 All examples from transcripts have been labeled (J) and (S) in order to identify from which
participant’s session it originates.



thematic devel opment

Song of the self

Use of abstracted/
metaphoric language
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Examples of highlighted or noted transcript®

Table2

Lyrical emergence of identity through improvised song creation.
Concept Category
Lyrical initiation and -Jand S each appear to begin

the improvised song creation
with an idea of how they
would like their song to sound
and what it will be about.
-Opportunitiesfor lyrical
repetition and expansion alow
for active reflection upon a
central theme for each
participant.

-Autobiographical in nature: J
reflects on being a student
among teachers and other
students, having a class
schedule, and preparing to go
to middle school. Sreferences
adispute between herself and
afriend, reflecting upon the
bond or “ties” that occurs in
friendship.

-Sharing of self through song
allows participants’ whole
identities asindividuasto
become more palpable to
therapists and within group.
-Engaging with topic through
multiple perspectives.

-Using metaphor to bridge
emotional ideato
lyrical/artistic content
-Additional means of engaging
with expressive and creative
process.

-Symbolic thought.

(J) 3:05 Fourth verse/extended third verse J: “Like
in different states they will have more...days before
the vacation or April break, February break,
December break...Rosh Hashanah break.”

(J) 5:56 J: “And people I know are from my camp.
You don’t even know them. You can meet them, any
day you...”

(S) 2214 S: “My friend and I. We are in ties. We know
who we are, who we are. We know who you are,
because (S taps the microphone twice in rhythm) it’s
gonna work out together.”

(J) 4:20J: “And some schools like school 2, school 3,
school 4, school 5, school 8, school ninety have
camp... or like Britney Hoske.” PT: (spoken) “Who’s
that?” PT maintains an F (IV) in 2™ inversion, playing
quarter notes as PT and J dialogue. J: “Someone I
know.”

(S) 3:00 PT & CT: In unison, “My friend and I.” S:
“(Inaudible) know that we are friends, and nobody
will take us apart.”

(J) 2:457J: “Schools in different states they have
schools that school starts they have schoolsin
different states and they open every season.”

(J) 5:56 J: “And people I know are from my camp.
You don’t even know them. You can meet them, any
day you...”

(S) 1:30 S: “Oh, my friend and I...We know you, and
I know I, because we’re friends, we’re pairs,
everybody knows that.”

4 All examples from transcripts have been labeled (J) and (S) in order to identify from which

participant’s session it originates.
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Interpersonal emergence of identity through improvised song creation.

Concept
Choosing to create a
song

Finding roles

Nonverbal
acknowledgement

Integrating client
preferences and
tendencies

Category

-Clients choose to engage in a
song before the music starts.
-Concept of song as the means
to an experience.

-Creation of aband dynamic;
deciding and announcing of
musical roles.

-Adjusting roles throughout
the musical experience asa
means of relating to one
another.

-Looking, smiling, nodding in
a sense of approval and
acknowledgment.

-Listening and responding
simultaneously.

-Tendencies
contextualized/normalized
within song experience.

Examples of highlighted or noted transcript®

(J) 0:017J: “The vowels of this song are G, M, T.”

(S) 0:01 Sample begins with the group preparing to
engage in the performance of an improvised song, as
requested by S...PT: “This song is called...” to which
S replies, “My friend and I. Can I start yet?”

(J) 0:10 J: “Rick you can play actually.” CT: “Play
what?” J: “Play your instrument.”

(S) 0:36 S: “On the drum, Nathina! On the
tambourine, Benjamin! On the pi-ya-no, Fe-lix-uh.”
(J) 0:28 CT goesto get the drum sticks from the other
side of the room adding conga and cymbal to the
musical exchange.

(S) 1:55 B joins in on the tambourine with a basic beat
solidifying tempo with CT, who plays the tubano. PT
plays cymbal in eight note pattern to emphasize
rhythmic groove.

(J) 2:10 Jsings C-Ab, now outlining the 5" and minor
3% ofaiv...CT facial expression and head nod
appears to communicate a sense of acknowl edgment
to J and that hisis, for lack of a better word,
“digging” J’s musical choice.

(S) 2:45 F appears to be concentrating intently on the
piano however also looks back and forth from the
piano to S, around the roomto the therapists, and
back to the piano again. In apparent response, he
moves the music back to the A section for the first
time.

(J) 3:05 Fourth verse/extended third verse J: “Like
in different states they will have more...days before
the vacation or April break, February break,
December break...Rosh Hashanah break.”

(S) 1:17 S: “It’s supposed to go like this: My friend
and |, we pair in ties, we know we ahahah (again, S
begins laughing and moving her body in bouncing
movements).”

2 All examples from transcripts have been labeled (J) and (S) in order to identify from which
participant’s session it originates.



