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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Voice pedagogy is a discipline in which it is crucial to understand the inner workings of the 

human body. For this reason, in most undergraduate pedagogy classes students learn the default settings 

of the respiratory system, larynx, vocal tract, and other systems as they relate to singing. While this is 

valuable information for any singer or voice teacher, our focus on normative vocal anatomy and 

physiology runs the risk of suggesting that people whose bodies do not look or function like the body in 

the textbook do not study voice or cannot learn to sing. As bass vocalist and disability advocate David 

Salsbery Fry points out, in the human race there is in fact no normativity, only radical diversity.1 

 Currently, there is a disconnect between the content of voice pedagogy courses and what many 

emerging teachers experience as they begin their careers. Voice pedagogy courses frequently focus on 

pre-professional adult classical voice training, since in most conservatory programs these are the majority 

of pedagogy students. The pool of people who volunteer to take voice lessons from a student teacher in 

one of these courses are also mostly college-aged or graduate students in their early twenties, and often 

high-level musicians on other instruments. However, as Shannon Coates points out on the VocalFri 

podcast, upon graduation, it takes a long time for fledgling teachers to teach students who perform at their 

level.2 Ian Howell also notes in his book Advice for Young Musicians, “It is incredibly unlikely that you 

are an example of the type of student you will attract. This does not mean you have failed. It means they 

need something different than you did.”3 With this in mind, I propose a disability-informed approach to 

the undergraduate voice pedagogy curriculum, which would not only expand students’ consciousness of 

human diversity and the wide variety of needs their students may have, but also train them to be more 

curious, creative, and empathetic voice teachers. 

 
1 David Salsbery Fry, conversation with the author via Zoom, January 12th, 2023. 
2 Shannon Coates, “Now You’re a Voice Teacher Part 1: Shannon Coates and Kari Ragan,” 

VocalFri Podcast, hosted by Nicholas Perna and Sarah Pigott, March 2021. 
3 Ian Howell, Advice for Young Musicians (Embodied Music Lab Press: Ann Arbor, Michigan, 

2023), 52. 
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In the first iteration of this paper, completed in November 2021, I began by discussing the many 

reasons that people take voice lessons: building confidence, learning something new, strengthening their 

voice for speech and everyday life, and so forth. If most recent music school graduates would teach voice 

lessons mainly to singers without professional aspirations, I argued, then undergraduate voice pedagogy 

courses needed to focus on the diversity of these avocational students. However, in the intervening years I 

have come to feel that this approach inadvertently suggested that disabled students should not have 

professional aspirations in singing, but should only take voice lessons for pleasure, or for therapeutic 

reasons. If, as Julie Maybee writes in her book Making and Unmaking Disability: The Three-Body 

Approach, disability is defined by whether someone is able to work,4 and the purpose of vocal education 

in higher education is to develop students to meet voice industry standards, then it follows that underlying 

the exclusion of disability from voice curricula is the often-unspoken assumption that disabled singers 

will not be able to pursue professional careers and are therefore not worth teaching.  

Throughout this paper, I will show how this assumption developed from Manuel Garcia’s roots in 

the mid- and late-19th century, a time rich in fringe sciences like phrenology, through the rise of the 

eugenics movement and accompanying ideas about workplace efficiency, and into the 20th century, when 

ideas about fitness to work and musical aptitude converged in eugenicist psychologist Carl Seashore’s 

Eastman experiments.5 In order to combat these deeply-rooted ideas, teachers must be equipped with the 

skills and perspective to teach students in all bodies, and there must be not only a place for but also full 

acceptance and celebration of disabled singers in the voice industry.6 These recommendations will benefit 

all voice and pedagogy students, as well as hopefully all singers, not just those who currently identify as 

disabled. In his book on transgender voice, Queering Vocal Pedagogy, William Sauerland writes that we 

should extend a high level of care and curiosity to all students, not just those whose bodies we do not 

 
4 Julie Maybee, Making and Unmaking Disability: The Three-Body Approach (Lanham, MD: 

Rowman & Littlefield, 2019), 27. 
5 Alexander Cowan, Unsound: A Cultural History of Music and Eugenics, PhD diss. Harvard 

University, 2023, shared with the author. 
6 Within the scope of this paper, I will focus mainly on classical singing and opera. 
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understand because they are different to ours: “If queering vocal pedagogy is effective, it will unfetter 

multiple pathways to teach and authenticate all singers with diverse goals, potentials and identities.”7 

Similarly, incorporating an awareness of disability and radical human diversity into voice pedagogy 

curricula will lead to teachers who are equally creative, flexible and empathetic with all of their students.  

In addition to more effectively training emerging voice teachers to engage with students in 

diverse bodies, a disability-informed voice pedagogy curriculum at the college level would help to make 

changes in the pipeline from voice training to the professional stage. Chapter Seven of this paper will 

show how the opera industry has historically found ways to accommodate singers like Joyce DiDonato, 

Thomas Quasthoff and Marjorie Lawrence through creative staging and the collaboration of supportive 

colleagues. However, these adjustments were financially feasible because the singers were already 

extremely famous in the world of classical voice. It is less likely that a high-level company or opera 

director would design a production around an unknown singer, whether disabled or able-bodied. By 

offering more representation of disability in pedagogy courses and creating a more hospitable 

environment, college voice departments can begin to provide the support and flexibility that disabled 

singers need in order to pursue professional careers in opera. It is my hope that making these changes at 

the collegiate level would encourage the opera industry to follow suit. 

As part of this exploration of voice pedagogy through the lens of disability, it was crucial to 

include the words and experiences of disabled singers and voice teachers in this work. I also wanted to 

speak to former students of mine whose experience in my voice pedagogy class inspired this project. The 

goal of these interviews was to better understand the educational experience of disabled singers and 

teachers, and to hear their opinions about what would make music academia and the opera industry more 

inclusive and safer places to be openly disabled. The respondents, whose names or pseudonyms and 

descriptions appear in Appendix A, for these interviews can be divided into two categories: former 

 
7 William Sauerland, Queering Vocal Pedagogy: A Handbook for Teaching Trans and 

Genderqueer Singers and Fostering Gender-Affirming Spaces (Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield, 
2022), 234. 
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pedagogy students, regardless of their current work, and professional singers and voice teachers. Names 

have been changed at the request of some respondents; others are already public advocates for disability 

in the voice pedagogy and opera industries. The questions, also printed in Appendix A, were loose 

guidelines for the hour-long conversations I had with each respondent, some of whom also e-mailed me 

with further information. Although only a few direct quotations from each interview appear in this paper, 

what the respondents shared with me has informed my approach and my understanding of this topic. 

In the Jewish tradition, a story is told at the Passover table about four different kinds of children, 

each of whom engages differently with the story of the Exodus. These archetypes – the Wise, the Wicked, 

the Simple, and the one who does not know how to ask a question – have been expanded upon by Dr. 

Shana Erenberg of the Jewish organization Libenu, which is committed to “independence and inclusion 

for people with disabilities.”8 Dr. Erenberg notes in her version, entitled “The Four Differently-Abled 

Sons,” that we usually spend the most time with the Wise Child, who is the easiest and most conventional 

to engage with. But, she continues, we must also engage the other types of learners. She imagines reasons 

for the Wicked Child’s resistance—“Are there disabilities or mental health issues that underlie his 

negativity? Has this son experienced a trauma that impacts his desire to connect?”9—and wonders 

whether perhaps the child who does not know how to ask a question may have developmental delays. 

About the Simple Child, Dr. Erenberg writes, “Instead of making assumptions about what this child 

cannot do, we should focus on what he can accomplish…The only limits to his inclusion are the limits of 

our creativity.”10  

All bodies can be taught to sing, but they will not all learn the same way. Voice teachers must 

learn to ask the questions of students that they may not be able to ask themselves yet, and to tailor the 

solutions to each individual student’s needs, goals, and desires. A disability-informed voice pedagogy 

 
8 “Home Page,” Libenu. Available: https://www.libenu.org/ 
9 Shana Erenberg, “The Four Differently-Abled Sons,” Libenu, Available: 

https://www.libenu.org/news/the-four-differently-abled-sons/ 
10 Ibid. 
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would train emerging teachers to cultivate an inclusive, flexible and above all, collaborative voice studio 

environment. 
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Chapter 2: Avocational Voice Training 

Why do people sing? What – and whom – is voice training for? Certainly, many singers start 

taking group classes or studying voice privately in an effort to reach professional goals. Voice pedagogy 

courses often privilege professional aspirations over other reasons for taking voice lessons, leaving 

emerging teachers ill-equipped to engage with other kinds of voice students. Voice training as an 

avocational pursuit has both physical and mental health benefits, which have become especially relevant 

to COVID recuperation, as well as transgender voice training in the 21st century. These and other non-

professional motivations for studying voice suggest the first important reason to implement a disability-

informed model for voice pedagogy: to train emerging voice teachers to teach voice to people whose 

goals, level and abilities differ from their own.  

 Most people who sing regularly can attest that singing simply feels good. In a 2017 article 

entitled “A Review of the Physiological Effects and Mechanisms of Singing,” Jing Kang, Austin Scholp 

and Jack J. Jiang write, “…singing can…cause changes in neurotransmitters and hormones, including the 

upregulation of oxytocin, immunoglobulin A, and endorphins, which improves immune function and 

increases feelings of happiness.”11 One study they reviewed indicates reduced levels of the stress hormone 

cortisol in those subjects participating in group singing. Interestingly, they also pointed out that cortisol 

levels actually rose in professional singers in a stressful situation compared to amateur singers. Another 

study by Bailey and Davidson noted that, when comparing the psychological impacts of singing on 

unhoused singers with no training to its impact on professional singers, “the vocation of the participants 

would greatly impact the goals and intentions during singing tasks, such as pure enjoyment or a high 

standard of musical and performance excellence.”12 These results suggest that avocational voice lessons 

as opposed to voice training with professional goals may have the greatest impact on the singer’s overall 

 
11 Jing Kang, Austin Scholp, and Jack J. Jiang, “A Review of the Physiological Effects and 

Mechanisms of Singing,” Journal of Voice, July 2018, Volume 32, 4. Available: 
10.1016/j.jvoice.2017.07.008, 1.  

12 Kang, et al., 4. 
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happiness and wellbeing. Kang et al. conclude that “Singing is not only the exercise of the body function 

but also a way of self-expression, which brings about a positive personal and social impact.”13 

 Jacques Launay, a postdoctoral researcher in experimental psychology at the University of 

Oxford, has shown in his research that not only does group singing in particular build strong communities 

to combat an epidemic of loneliness, but also that the act of singing has physiological benefits including 

the alleviation of pain and improved posture.14 In fact, the Singing for Health Network, which draws 

together practitioners and researchers on the physical and mental benefits of singing, was founded for 

exactly this reason.15 Launay also notes that singing and making music exercises the brain. Opera singer, 

Nancy Gustafson, the founder of the Songs By Heart Foundation, writes about an experience she had 

while caring for her mother, who had advanced dementia: “…I decided to try to get her to sing with me. I 

started playing the piano…I tried my hand at some Christmas carols. Mom slowly started singing 

along…After about 15 minutes of playing, I turned to look at her and she said, ‘You know that's not very 

good.’ I nearly cried I was so happy. Mom was actually expressing a thought.  And an honest one at 

that!”16 Gustafson’s foundation takes music therapists and singers trained for this purpose into memory 

care units, where they sing songs from the residents’ youth or childhood in order to energize them, 

activate their minds, and bring them joy. 

  With the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020, individual voice training and practice 

found itself in the news as a therapeutic protocol for patients with Long Covid. A February 2021 New 

York Times article entitled “Opera Singers Help Covid-19 Patients Learn to Breathe Again” described a 

program designed by English National Opera, in which “[t]he aim was to encourage them to make the 

most of their lung capacity, which the illness had damaged, in some cases, but also to teach them to 

 
13 Ibid., 5. 
14 Jacques Launay, “Choir singing improves health, happiness—and is the perfect icebreaker,” 

The Conversation, October 28th, 2015. Available: https://theconversation.com/choir-singing-improves-
health-happiness-and-is-the-perfect-icebreaker-47619 

15 Singing for Health, “Research Overview.” Available: 
https://www.singingforhealthnetwork.co.uk/research-overview 

16 Nancy Gustafson, Songs By Heart, Available: http://www.songsbyheart.org/about/ 
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breathe calmly…”17 Kang et al. also note that the deep breathing required for singing has the potential to 

“repeatedly train synergies between the respiratory system and the circulatory system to achieve the best 

match and show a better breathing cycle vigor.”18 Participants reported noticing improvement both in 

their ability to manage their air and in their anxiety surrounding their struggle to breathe. 

Although the most common word used to describe life during and post-COVID has become 

“unprecedented,” this is not the first era in which voice training was identified as a way to improve 

respiratory function. In 1880, the New England Conservatory in Boston published a prospectus magazine, 

detailing all of their courses and providing information about their philosophy of music education. From a 

contemporary standpoint, it is surprising to discover that the description of the voice area at NEC in 1880 

does not begin with professional aspirations. The author of the prospectus observes, “In New England 

alone, more than twenty-five thousand persons annually die from diseases of the throat and lungs, and 

nearly as many more in the State of New York; a large portion of whom might have prolonged their lives 

many years, had they learnt to strengthen the vocal organs by judicious daily exercise.”19 This prospectus 

goes on to acknowledge that voice training is valuable for a wide variety of voice users, both professional 

and avocational; the NEC voice department in 1880 prioritized “the development of the voice to suit the 

requirements of the church and public hall before large assemblies, as well as of the parlor.”20  

 Another way that voice training has become beneficial to mental and emotional wellbeing in 

recent years is in the arena of transgender voice. Our understanding of what is vocally masculine or 

feminine comes from socialization even more than biology. In his book Queering Vocal Pedagogy, 

William Sauerland writes, “Though not everyone may associate their gender with the acoustics of their 

voice, we habitually label ‘male’ and ‘female’ voices based on pitch and other vocal characteristics.”21 

 
17 Andrew Dickson, “Opera Singers Help Covid-19 Patients Learn to Breathe Again,” The New 

York Times, February 26th, 2021. Available: https://www.nytimes.com/2021/02/16/arts/music/opera-
singers-covid-19-treatment-eno-breathe.html   

18 Kang, et al., 2. 
19 New England Conservatory of Music Prospectus (Boston: Press of the New England 

Conservatory, 1880), 9. 
20 Ibid. 
21 Sauerland, 22.  
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Based on the Vocal Handicap Index (VHI) to allow self-reporting of the perception of the voice for 

transgender individuals, the Transsexual Voice Questionnaire,22 or TVQ, includes questions about the 

pitch of the voice, its gendered quality and how the individual would prefer it to sound, and feelings of 

anxiety and stress surrounding speaking in public. Voice pedagogues and authors Sauerland and Liz 

Jackson Hearns, among others, have dedicated their careers to exploring best practices for teaching 

transgender students. Sauerland also noted in his presentation to the Indiana chapter of the National 

Association of Teachers of Singing that sometimes the kind of vocal training that would bring a 

transgender person vocal satisfaction might not be what voice teachers would ordinarily propose in 

singing technique.23 However, for many transgender individuals, vocal health and sustainability is less 

important than a voice that can be perceived as matching their gender expression. This kind of voice 

training is notable for its positive impact on self-esteem among transgender people who experience vocal 

dysphoria. 

 Although transgender voice is an extremely new field, it speaks to the perception that how 

masculine or feminine a voice sounds is directly tied to the individual’s acceptance in society as their 

lived gender. A Manual of Personal Hygiene published in 1910 suggests that voice has historically been 

considered a marker of social standing and gentility. After describing in great detail the anatomy of the 

larynx and how the voice is produced, the author offers a section called The Care of the Voice, which 

begins, “A pleasing speech and voice are almost equal in important to the individual in his relations to 

others.”24 This author prioritizes social standing and advancement above health, and lists improper 

technique and singing while sick as surefire ways to ruin the adult singing voice. While the author of the 

NEC prospectus previously discussed notes the importance of voice lessons in helping the speaking voice 

to carry in large hall or church, this author is more interested in vocal tone: “The number of people that 

 
22 Our language surrounding the transgender experience has evolved; however, this is still the 

official name of the self-reported voice perception questionnaire used by speech-language pathologists. 
23 William Sauerland, Presentation to Indiana Chapter of the National Association of Teachers of 

Singing, November 2023. 
24 Walter L. Pyle, A Manual of Personal Hygiene: Proper Living Upon a Physiologic Basis 

(Philadelphia: W.B. Saunders Company, 1910), 113. 
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are allowed to grow up handicapped by hasty, slurred, harsh, disagreeable speech and voice is great. 

Parents do not seem to appreciate the advantages to their children in afterlife that a refined, melodious 

voice will be.”25  

Although we appear to have come a long way from this model of vocal control and beauty as a 

marker of class, Dr. Alonza Lawrence points out that even today, the Eurocentric model for classical 

voice training at the conservatory level requires students of non-European descent to “vocal code 

switch”26 between the vocalism of their heritage music and the vocalism of the voice studio. This code-

switching flattens the diversity of voices—and by extension, the bodies—that can be considered 

“professional” in the Western classical landscape. Lawrence’s research on the implications of vocal code-

switching and where Black vocal music fits into the pre-professional music curriculum suggests the 

question not only of what vocal training is for, but also of who vocal training is for. My observation as a 

voice teacher and student myself has been that voice lessons are the province of those who already 

demonstrate exceptional vocal talent and professional potential, while instrumental students are expected 

to begin with no knowledge of the instrument, and often start lessons for enrichment reasons.  

Teaching voice pedagogy through the lens of disability studies requires an understanding that 

voice lessons need not be pre-professional to be worth teaching. However, it is also necessary to consider 

the ways in which singers in marginalized bodies – including those whose intersectional identities 

marginalize them several times over – are hurt by the assumption that only certain bodies are fit to work 

as musicians.  

 

 

 

 

 
25 Ibid., 113. 
26 Alonza Lawrence, Dismantling the Necessity for Vocal Code-Switching, Diss. Indiana 

University Jacobs School of Music, 2023. 
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Chapter 3: Defining Disability 

Before it is possible to consider the ways in which voice pedagogy and the contemporary singing 

industry excludes disability and to propose solutions, an understanding of how disability is constructed by 

society must be established. This chapter will explore some different frameworks that disability studies 

writers and theorists use to define disability.  

This idea that disability arises solely from the physical body of a disabled person is known as the 

medical model of disability, which has largely been rejected by the discipline of disability studies. As 

Lennard J. Davis writes in his essay “Constructing Normalcy: The Bell Curve, the Novel, and the 

Invention of the Disabled Body in the Nineteenth Century,” “…the ‘problem’ is not the person with 

disabilities; the problem is the way that normalcy is constructed to create the ‘problem’ of the disabled 

person.”27 Robert McRuer posits normalcy as a “nonidentity,”28 which necessarily positions disability as 

an identity outside of the able-bodied norm. This aligns with the social model of disability, whereby 

“socially constructed barriers…construct disability as a subordinate social status and devalued life 

experience,”29 according to Ronald J. Berger.  

The late disability advocate Stella Young also related to the social model of disability, suggesting 

in her 2014 TEDTalk that the things disabled people were required to “overcome” did not arise from their 

own bodies, but from society’s understanding of disability. According to Young, disabled people are both 

“exceptionalize[d]” and “objectifie[d]”30; by representing disabled people as inspirational, we fail to 

recognize the ways in which the world disables them. Young continues: “I really think that this lie that 

we’ve been sold about disability is the greatest injustice. It makes life hard for us. And that quote, ‘The 

 
27 Lennard J. Davis, “Constructing Normalcy: The Bell Curve, the Novel, and the Invention of the 

Disabled Body in the Nineteenth Century,” The Disability Studies Reader, 2nd ed. (New York: Routledge, 
2006), 3. 

28 Robert McRuer, Crip Theory: Cultural Signs of Queerness and Disability (New York: New 
York University Press, 2006), 5. 

29 Ronald J. Berger, Introducing Disability Studies (Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner Publishers, Inc., 
2013), 27. 

30 Stella Young, “I’m not your inspiration, thank you very much,” TED, June 9th, 2014. Available: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8K9Gg164Bsw 
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only disability in life is a bad attitude,’ the reason that that’s bullshit is because it’s just not true, because 

of the social model of disability. No amount of smiling at a flight of stairs has ever made it turn into a 

ramp. Never.”31 Put another way by disability advocate Rosemarie Garland-Thomson, “One is not born 

disabled, but rather becomes disabled”32 due to the societal assumption of able-bodiedness.  

Although the social model of disability is generally favored over the medical model today, some 

theorists point out that the concept of disability requires a more nuanced approach that takes both of these 

models into account.  In his discussion of ways to define disability, Berger goes on to note that the social 

model of disability entirely excludes the limitations of the individual physical body.  He uses the term 

“complex embodiment” to suggest that both physical embodiment and the presence of social constructs 

make up the disabled experience.33 Julie Maybee also explores this idea of embodiment in her book 

Making and Unmaking Disability: The Three-Body Approach. Maybee’s “three bodies” are the personal 

body (the individual experience of embodiment), the interpersonal or social body (how the body relates to 

other people), and the institutional body (how society at large defines the individual body). However, 

Maybee also argues that there are no “purely objective, pre-social, natural, or physical”34 experiences, 

bodily conditions or impairments; that is, our experiences and understanding of our own personal bodies 

are also defined by the social body and the institutional body. She concludes that “[u]ltimately, unmaking 

disability along this first dimension [the personal body] will require remaking our world.”35 

Scholarship in the areas of voice and performance studies reveals resonances between these 

disability studies frameworks and the way that we conceptualize voice. Within the medical model and 

Maybee’s “personal body” is the idea that the voice is inherent and unique to the individual, and that 

without any other frameworks, we can know a person by the sound of their voice. She also points out, 

 
31 Ibid. 
32 Rosemary Garland-Thomson, “The Story of My Work: How I Became Disabled,” Disability 

Studies Quarterly, Vol. 34, No. 2, 2014. Available: https://dsq-
sds.org/index.php/dsq/article/view/4254/3594 

33 Berger, 28. 
34 Maybee, 20. 
35 Ibid., 23. 
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though, that in order for the personal body to exist in its purest form, there would have to be no social or 

institutional bodies; even our personal understanding of our bodies, their limitations, and their ability 

status, is externally defined because we do not live in a bubble. She concludes that “[u]ltimately, 

unmaking disability along this first dimension [the personal body] will require remaking our world.”36 In 

her book The Race of Sound, Nina Eidsheim addresses the idea of the personal body by noting that “voice 

has long been believed to be essential, innate and unmediated.”37 However, she continues, “[t]he ways in 

which we hear a particular voice are drawn as networks among people, genres, repertoires, and racialized 

conceptions of music, and a singer’s vocal timbre is directed through that filter.”38 The idea of “voice as 

essence,”39 Eidsheim suggests, requires a listener to define it. Just as an individual’s experience of the 

personal body is mediated by their surroundings, according to Maybee, the voice does not exist in a 

vacuum; both voice producer and voice receiver construct the voice based on what they expect to hear. 

This idea corresponds to the social model of disability, or Maybee’s social-interpersonal body.  

Maybee’s institutional body finds relevance to voice pedagogy in the ways in which voice is 

defined or constructed by the conservatory or the academy. In her book Multivocality: Singing on the 

Borders of Identity, Katherine Meizel reflects on the impact of academic voice training on the 

construction of her authentic individual voice: “My studies in western classical singing had been infused 

with a pervasive discourse that assured me the training would lead me to find my voice, to identify some 

essence of my vocal being. If that didn’t feel true, then I was a failure.”40 Institutional voice studies often 

purport to “liberate” the voice by removing tension, when plenty of genres outside of Western classical 

music in fact require more tension or “press” than classical singing does. Recent research by Dr. Natalie 

Cummings addresses the fact that vibrato in the voice, for example, is not only a sign of vocal balance 

 
36 Ibid., 23. 
37 Nina Eidsheim, The Race of Sound: Listening, Timbre and Vocality in African-American Music 

(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2019), 27. 
38 Ibid., 35. 
39 Ibid., 29.  
40 Katherine Meizel, Multivocality: Singing on the Borders of Identity (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 2020), 37. 
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that singers strive for, but also, crucially, a desirable aesthetic choice for Western classical singing and 

opera; vocalists all over the world sing freely and easily without vibrato, but their voices would likely not 

be co-signed by the opera industry or music conservatories.41 

In order to propose a disability-informed voice pedagogy curriculum, it is crucial to take into 

account the external and societal construction of disability, the body generally, and the voice in particular. 

This background offers context with which to understand the – almost certainly unintentional – exclusion 

from vocal pedagogy textbooks and curricula to this point. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
41 Natalie Cummings, Vibrato and the Feminine Voice, DMA Treatise, University of Texas at 

Austin, 2022, 10. 
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Chapter 4: Voice Pedagogy Literature Review 

In her video interview “Addressing Ableism,” vocologist Dr. Heather Nelson encapsulated the 

idea of compulsory able-bodiedness: “What we learn from our teachers is the ideal.”42 That “ideal,” in 

Western classical voice pedagogy, features balanced standing posture, appoggio breathing that engages 

the diaphragm, abdominal muscles and intercostals, and overall physical health. However, as Katherine 

Meizel puts it, “training in voice pedagogy tends not to explicitly mention the possibility that students 

will be disabled in any way. Studies of basic anatomy and the biophysics of voice, of posture, breathing, 

and vowel structure do not typically acknowledge singers whose bodies and neurological processes are 

formed or work in ways other than those presumed to be normative.”43 The following examination of a 

selection of voice pedagogy texts, both historical and contemporary, shows that this exclusion of 

disability has deep roots and is the base of many assumptions about training singers that are still prevalent 

today. Before considering these works, it is important to note that all of these authors and pedagogues 

have the wellbeing and best possible function of singers in mind.  

Manuel Garcia II posits in his Hints on Singing that “[t]he body must be straight, well planted 

[sic] on the feet, and without any other support; the shoulders well back, the head erect, the expression of 

the face calm.”44 Pedagogues often refer to this body position as the “noble posture.” In her 1902 book 

How to Sing, renowned singer and voice teacher Lilli Lehmann adamantly asserts that “[o]nly in a 

standing position can a free deep breath be drawn, and mind and body be properly prepared for the 

exercise or the song to follow.”45 She continues: “Only when a scene requires that a vocal passage be 

sung kneeling or sitting must the singer practise it in his room long before the performance and at all 

 
42 Heather Nelson and Vicki Singer, “Addressing Ableism.” Uploaded May 29th, 2021. Unlisted: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=llUAiD9-qis 
43 Katherine Meizel and Maria Georgakakarou, “Disability and Accessiblity in the Voice Studio,” 

Oxford Handbook of Voice Pedagogy, John Nix and Leda Searce, ed. (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2025), 3. 

44 Manuel Garcia, Hints on Singing (New York: E. Schubert & Co., 1894), available http://el-
atril.com/partituras/Garcia/Garcia_-_Hints_on_Singing.pdf , 12. 

45 Lilli Lehmann, How to Sing, revised 1924 edition (New York: Dover Publications, 1993), 
section XXXV, 2. 
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rehearsals…Otherwise the singer should always STAND.”46 Lehmann also advocates for a quiet body, 

free not only of rigidity but also of “restlessness.”47 Giovanni Battista Lamperti acknowledges that “[a] 

perfect organ is rare,” continuing, “The majority of throats and bodies are maladjusted. Some 

congenitally, others through injurious practices and bad habits of mind and body. Most of us can be 

normalized. All may be helped.”48 These comments resonate with McRuer’s ideas about compulsory able-

bodiedness and the construction of disabled identities as abnormal or other compared to able-bodiedness, 

which “largely masquerades as a nonidentity, as the natural order of things.”49  

While the vast majority of 20th and 21st century pedagogues and voice teachers do not deliberately 

set out to exclude disabled people, most recent pedagogy textbooks do present a normative model for 

“good” posture. In The Functional Unity of the Singing Voice, the legendary pedagogue Barbara Doscher 

does note that “individual singers have their own unique physical characteristics.”50 She continues that 

“[a] general picture can be drawn…of the kind of posture needed,” listing six characteristics of “good” 

singing posture: a buoyant stance, the chest “comfortably high,” head “erect,” and so forth.51 Doscher also 

writes that “[i]mmobility is an enemy of singing”52; this is excellent advice for most singers, but might 

not apply to a voice student who is not able to relax or move freely. Janice Chapman writes something 

similar in the third edition of her Singing and Teaching Singing: A Holistic Approach to Classical Voice: 

“[b]odies vary enormously, but I believe basic principles of posture and alignment transcend the body 

types.”53 Her examples of “types” of bodies relate more to height and weight than to a student’s able-

 
46 Ibid., 1. 
47 Ibid., 3. 
48 Giovanni Battista Lamperti, Vocal Wisdom, transcribed by William Earl Brown (New York: 

Taplinger Publishing Company, 1931), 52. 
49 McRuer, 1. 
50 Barbara Doscher, The Functional Unity of the Singing Voice, 2nd ed. (Lanham, MD: The 

Scarecrow Press, Inc., 1994), 70. 
51 Ibid., 71. 
52 Ibid., 79. 
53 Janice L. Chapman, Singing and Teaching Singing: A Holistic Approach to Classical Voice, 3rd 

ed. (San Diego, CA: Plural Publishing, 2017), 29. 
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bodiedness. Chapman refers briefly to characters who present as disabled, including Rigoletto and a 

wheelchair-bound character from The Silver Tassie by Mark-Anthony Turnage.54  

Julia Davids and Stephen LaTour write in their book Vocal Technique, “While singing, we will 

not all look alike, but we should all be working towards a posture that supports what the body is required 

to do,”55 but go on to describe a posture that involves standing on both feet, aligning the head, and 

relaxing the shoulders. What Every Singer Needs to Know About the Body by Melissa Maldé, MaryJean 

Allen and Kurt-Alexander Zeller is an excellent resource for teaching body-mapping principles to singers 

and voice teachers. However, in their chapter on posture, all of the diagrams and photos are of able-

bodied singers and perfectly balanced skeletons, and there is no specific mention of bodies that may not 

be able to find dynamic balance.56 Body mapping-based pedagogy relies heavily on student 

proprioception, a strategy that may inadvertently exclude voice students who are paralyzed or otherwise 

unable to sense the movements of their body.  

Even books by authors whose work is moving voice pedagogy as a discipline in new and positive 

directions and challenging many of our previous assumptions run the risk of inadvertently using ableist 

language when discussing posture. For example, Dr. Kari Ragan’s pioneering work on evidence-based 

voice pedagogy informs her 2020 book A Systematic Approach to Voice: The Art of Studio Application. 

Ragan’s chapter on respiration is unique in that it does acknowledge the physical differences in breath 

management throughout the human life cycle, and that children and older adults may have different 

needs. However, even with that suggestion of human diversity, there is no mention or discussion of 

disability or how to adapt for adult students who need a different physical approach. The exercises Ragan 

provides to warm the body up to breathe for singing encourage “a sense of upper body expansion, 

mobility of the spine, lengthening in the torso (trunk), and a stretch in the abdominal muscles to 

 
54 Ibid., 37. 
55 Julia Davids and Stephen LaTour, Vocal Technique, 2nd ed. (Long Grove, IL: Waveland Press, 

Inc., 2021), 9. 
56 Melissa Maldé, MaryJean Allen and Kurt-Alexander Zeller. What Every Singer Needs to Know 

About the Body, 4th ed. (San Diego: Plural Publishing, Inc., 2020), 30. 
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encourage proper posture and alignment for efficient breath management” (italics added).57 Although 

Ragan does point out that there is no one correct breath technique for all bodies, she also offers that “[b]y 

appropriately stacking a singer’s posture and alignment, it allows muscles to operate from their most 

ideal, neutral position for optimal breath management.”58 Words like “proper,” “ideal,” and “optimal” in 

particular do not seem to apply to these singers’ bodies and raise the question of whose body is the 

standard for these kinds of default settings. 59 

Another area of voice pedagogy that resonates with McRuer’s idea of “compulsory able-

bodiedness”60 is vocal health. In his book Your Voice: An Inside View, Scott McCoy writes that to 

maintain top form, singers need to “stay physically fit”61 through routine exercise and a healthy diet, as 

well as not singing while sick or vocally compromised.62 Most singers and teachers would agree with 

these statements and practice this model of vocal health, but without intending harm, McCoy excludes 

singers who cannot maintain certain levels of health or exercise regularly. This resonates intriguingly with 

the chapter on voice from A Manual of Personal Hygiene, discussed in an earlier chapter, in which the 

author suggests that  

[f]eeble persons, with weak muscles and imperfect nutrition, cannot develop a good voice, nor 
can those maintain it whose health has failed. Being non-resistant to disease because of low 
general vitality, the part put upon the greatest strain, the larynx, is subject to repeated catarrhs and 
to early fatigue in singing. This strain of the muscles of the larynx soon results in loss of the 
singing voice.63 
 

 
57 Kari Ragan, A Systematic Approach to Voice: The Art of Studio Application (San Diego: Plural 

Publishing, Inc., 2022), 30. 
58 Ibid., 32. 
59 Anecdotally, in recent months I have worked with multiple singers whose experiences with 

adolescent scoliosis or nerve damage have left them unable to stack their posture in this way. We have 
collaborated to find an individual posture that leads to their most efficient phonation. 

60 McRuer, 2.  
61 Scott McCoy, Your Voice: An Inside View, 2nd ed. (Delaware, OH: Inside View Press, 2012), 

129. 
62 Ibid., 131. 
63 Pyle, 115. 
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Around the same time in his Hints on Singing, Garcia writes, “in a word, if [a singer] desire[s] to attain 

fame and secure wealth, every one of his acts must tend to promote the healthy duration of his organ.”64 

From a contemporary vantage point and having already considered the reasons for voice training, this 

statement begs the question of how singers who do not desire a singing career should care for their 

instruments; can singers who cannot promote their own health (vocal or otherwise) achieve “fame” and 

“wealth”? Masi Asare notes that while health is often considered neutral, by Pyle and Garcia’s metrics, 

“[h]ealth thus emerges as an achievement and a status symbol; with the invisibilizing of social and 

political frameworks that shape the conditions of possibility for health, its opposite, unhealth, presents as 

the shameful result of indolence and irresponsibility.”65 

 Robert Sataloff’s monumental Vocal Health and Pedagogy: Science, Assessment, and Treatment 

covers a wide variety of potential physical conditions, including illness, injury, hearing loss, and vision 

issues, as well as vocal injuries which can be considered “disabling” to the professional voice user. 

However, within these 988 pages, which are meticulously researched and written by some of the most 

accomplished scientists in the field of voice (as well as some from other areas of medicine), the word 

“disability” only appears 15 times.66 Although this book is an outstanding resource on the impacts of 

various health issues on the voice, as well as general vocal function and how otolaryngologists evaluate it, 

many of the chapters focus on the avoidance of such issues, and how to prevent vocal fold injury when 

dealing with a compromised system. The chapter on autoimmune disorders discusses how certain 

autoimmune disorders can impact the voice—but does not discuss how to care for a vocalist who lives 

with chronic illness or pain as their baseline experience. Overall, the assumption of this text aligns with 

McRuer’s assessment that “able-bodiedness…still largely masquerades as a nonidentity, as the natural 

order of things.”67  

 
64 Garcia, 27. 
65 Masi Asare, Voicing the Possible: Technique, Vocal Sound, and Black Women on the Musical 

Stage, PhD diss. New York University, 2018, 51. 
66 Robert Sataloff, Vocal Health and Pedagogy: Science, Assessment, and Treatment, 3rd Edition 

(San Diego: Plural Publishing, Inc., 2017). 
67 McRuer, 1. 
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It is undeniable that attitudes surrounding inclusivity and human diversity have evolved since 

Garcia wrote his first treatise in the 19th century. Contemporary voice pedagogy texts bear out this 

change, many acknowledging a wider variety of identities and career paths when considering how to train 

the vocal instrument. However, disability in the voice studio and disabled singers pursuing professional 

careers remain conspicuously unrepresented. 
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Chapter 5: Disability, Capitalism, and Music 

As an undergraduate voice student, Katherine Meizel notes that the message she received about 

singing with a chronic illness, though not explicitly expressed by her teacher, was “[y]our body is wrong 

and cannot compete in this activity as a career; either make your body right or find something else to 

do.”68 Respondent Alyssa69 had a similar experience as a “walkable” (ambulatory) singer whose disability 

was largely invisible, feeling obligated to “overcome” her fatigue and not ask for the accommodations she 

needed in voice lessons for much of her undergraduate education. As she put it, “It’s hard to know what 

you’re not getting if you’ve never had it.” 70 Although not all disabled students experience this kind of 

erasure, voice teachers are nonetheless working within a capitalist system that frequently defines the 

worth of a human being by whether they are able to contribute to society. Despite being an artistic pursuit 

and often associated more with personal passion than with work, music careers are not exempt from this 

attitude.  

Julie Maybee begins her discussion of disability and work all the way back to Middle Ages, 

noting that in this period there was “no definition of disability that would have included all of the people 

we include under our concept of ‘disability’ today.”71 Because much of the medieval economy was home-

based rather than external, and because of an emphasis on completion of goods or products rather than 

time worked, disabled people in this period were able to interact with and integrate into their communities 

in ways that would become impossible with the rise of industrialized capitalism. In her book No Right to 

Be Idle: The Invention of Disability, 1840s-1930s, Sarah Rose also points out that there has always been 

diversity of ability built into human economies, allowing each person to contribute based on their 

individual skills and abilities. Rose’s book charts the mid-19th-century rise of asylums for the “feeble-

minded,” which included everyone from the physically disabled to the visually-impaired and hard-of-

 
68 Meizel, 2. 
69 Name changed at the request of respondent. 
70 Alyssa, conversation with the author, December 12th, 2023. 
71 Maybee, 31. 
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hearing to people with developmental disabilities. In these spaces, inmates who were believed to be 

“teachable” learned domestic and agricultural skills so that they could either return home to help their 

families, or eventually be “paroled” out to work in service or on farms. The pioneering superintendent of 

the Rome State Custodial Asylum in New York, Charles Bernstein, broke with the rising eugenicist 

movement in the early 20th century by asserting that “the job market itself allowed for a spectrum of 

ability.”72 However, Rose notes, “Because of the function and appearance of their bodies, disabled 

people’s labors…have rarely been recognized as work,”73 and the training received in various asylums 

rarely led to full-time paid employment by which disabled people could support themselves. This 

disparity became especially stark as the American population became increasingly urban in the early 20th 

century, and the skills taught to disabled people in asylums and other institutions were no longer useful to 

their families or communities living in big cities rather than on farms. 

The mechanization of industry in the 20th century saw an assumption among employers and 

industrialists that “ ‘disabled’ people could not be efficient, productive workers,” in place of an earlier 

understanding that injuries or deterioration due to age and hard work were a sign of expertise, worthy of 

respect. Rose writes that as efficiency and productivity became more and more important, “employers 

began to demand workers with intact, fully functional bodies: namely, standardized workers who could 

themselves serve as interchangeable parts.”74 Industrialist Henry Ford set his own company apart by 

hiring large numbers of disabled workers. His theory was that mechanization should make work and 

productive contributions easier for more people; in his factories, employees were matched with the job 

that best suited their physical and mental capabilities,75 and he did not allow workers to be fired for their 

disabilities. Workers who were injured or became newly disabled in another way were often moved to a 

new position within the company. Ford’s interest in employing the disabled was not strictly altruistic; 

 
72 Sarah F. Rose, No Right to Be Idle: The Invention of Disability, 1840s-1930s (Chapel Hill: 

University of North Carolina Press, 2017), 109. 
73 Ibid., 10. 
74 Ibid., 111. 
75 “Even people who ain’t too clever / can learn to tighten a nut forever.” –“Henry Ford,” lyric by 

Lynn Ahrens, from the 1998 musical Ragtime. 



 
 

 

23 

Rose notes that it “stemmed from his belief in social efficiency, his faith in the moral value of work, and 

his dislike of waste, dependence, and almsgiving.”76 In addition, with work almost exclusively occurring 

outside the home, employees needed to be able to travel to work, which some disabilities made 

impossible. As Maybee writes, “Inadequate transportation affects access to employment as well as other 

social goods.”77  

Most of the research to date on the history of work and disability does not cover the ways in 

which disability impacts careers in music and the arts more generally. However, the burgeoning eugenics 

movement of the 19th century included questions about who was “able” to pursue music education. 

Alexander Cowan’s discussion of  “Music Psychology as Labor Psychology” notes that psychologist and 

eugenicist Carl Seashore’s work emerged at a time when industrialists were conducting their own 

research into the efficiency of the workplace. Efficiency scientist Frank B. Gilbreth published a treatise in 

1919 entitled Motion Study for the Handicapped, offering employers methods for streamlining work 

procedures in order to both decrease pain and increase workplace efficiency for disabled veterans. 

Gilbreth suggests that these veterans would only feel valuable again if they could get back to work and 

begin to contribute to society, and that investing resources into this training would pay dividends for 

corporations.78 Similarly, Seashore rationalized his ideas about musical capacity by suggesting that being 

realistic about a student’s natural abilities would prevent those with low scores from wasting time and 

money in pursuing a professional career in music and provide opportunities only for those who could take 

advantage of them. Music education was only considered valuable and worth the expense in Seashore’s 

eyes if it led to a professional career. Those who were determined to not possess the capacity for music 

would therefore be excluded from the other benefits of music-making, including community and personal 

fulfillment. 

 
76 Rose, 132. 
77 Maybee, 35. 
78 Frank B. Gilbreth, Motion Study for the Handicapped (London: George Routledge & Sons, 

Ltd., 1920), 2. 
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To prove these theories, Seashore designed a set of musical aptitude tests, based on his belief that 

musical aptitude was a heritable trait. At their simplest, these “Measures of Musical Talent” tested for 

three main elements of music: “time, pitch, and intensity.”79 He advocated for a system of “tracked” 

music education, in which the students with the highest musical aptitude received a higher level of music 

education than those with lower scores on the Seashore tests. Alexander Cowan describes these tests as 

reframing musical talent as a “capacity,” rather than an ability, insinuating that the Measures could 

predict the limits of accomplishment of a given student, even with training.80 In her book “Destined to 

Fail”: Carl Seashore’s World of Eugenics, Psychology, Education, and Music, Julie Koza points out that 

Seashore’s ideas about musical aptitude closely mirror his ideas, speeches and writings about general 

intelligence and human breeding for optimization.81 Although students with low musical aptitude scores 

would of course not be exterminated or sterilized as in other eugenicist philosophies, Seashore advocated 

for removing students with the lowest scores from music education altogether, and even suggested that 

there are some people who do not even have the capacity to enjoy music or participate in it at an 

avocational level.82 

Koza traces the development of the Measures of Musical Talent from inception to their 

implementation in elementary schools across the United States. Seashore had little respect for teachers’ 

ability to evaluate their students’ aptitude without the aid of a trained psychologist, and many teachers 

agreed to administer these tests in their schools (Seashore also received financial compensation from the 

sale of the equipment and other materials).83 Both Koza and Cowan explore the impact of the decade-long 

“Eastman Experiment,”84 in which Seashore’s colleague and protegée Hazel Stanton administered the 

Measures at the Eastman School of Music, founded in 1921 by fellow eugenicist George Eastman. As a 

 
79 Cowan, 133. 
80 Ibid., 132. 
81 Julie Koza, “Destined to Fail”: Carl Seashore’s World of Eugenics, Psychology, Education, 

and Music (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2021), 308. 
82 Koza, 265. 
83  Ibid., 291. 
84 Cowan, 127. 
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result of this testing, the Eastman students with the lowest scores, who had presumably gained initial 

admission to the school on their merits, were not invited back; admissions procedures were adjusted to 

take Seashore scores into account and only those with the highest scores were admitted.85 Although the 

Eastman Experiment only lasted ten years, and although the Seashore tests did not actually succeed in 

measuring what they intended to measure (as Cowan points out, despite their alleged scientific 

objectivity, the tests still “privilege those with prior training, typically correlated with wealth and race”), 

their impact can still be felt today in who is given access to musical training, especially at the highest 

levels. 

 Understanding the frameworks of disability studies as well as the history of disability as a way to 

categorize people is crucial to understanding why voice pedagogy as a discipline seems to exclude 

disability entirely. Although many people would not immediately recognize singing as a job like working 

in a factory or even in an office, the voice industry functions in many ways as any other industry, 

effectively excluding people who are assumed to be unable to work productively or efficiently or likely to 

cost the organization money. Since most voice pedagogy courses are offered in pre-professional voice 

programs, in which singing careers are the end goal, it is not surprising that these curricula do not 

currently include disability. This is not a deliberate choice on the part of any individual instructor. As 

engineer and wheelchair user Sasha Blair-Goldensohn points out in a Daily 360 video in the New York 

Times, while the subway system in New York city “feels like an insult, it is not a malicious one.”86  
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Chapter 6: Considering Garcia 

Despite evidence of ableism in voice pedagogy materials and the opera industry, most 

pedagogues, teachers and authors are not deliberately excluding disabled singers from their practice. 

Respondent Isabelle87 told me that her disclosure of her hearing loss to her undergraduate voice teacher 

elicited a spirit of collaboration and adaptation in the studio, leading to productive new strategies for her 

own perception of her voice.88 Taking this into consideration, it is worth briefly exploring the origins of 

modern voice pedagogy to understand why ableism seems to be baked into the discipline, particularly as 

it is taught in higher education.  

Most contemporary voice pedagogy courses point to the aforementioned Manuel Garcia II as 

the father of modern voice training, with his 1854 invention of the laryngoscope marking the beginning 

of voice pedagogy as a scientific discipline. Although Garcia was not the first person to imagine a device 

to look at the vocal folds, he does seem to have been the first person to use it for the purpose of singing. 

Most medical professionals used their own laryngoscopes—or borrowed Garcia’s—to diagnose laryngeal 

cancers, paralysis and other disorders. Garcia appears to only have used it to understand the workings of 

his own vocal folds, and to corroborate the technique that he was already using and teaching.89  

Garcia’s writings about vocal anatomy and physiology led to major changes in what was 

included as part of voice training and pedagogy. Brent Monahan notes that before Garcia, voice 

pedagogy texts consisted largely of recommendations about expression and rhetorical gesture, rather than 

the anatomy and physiology of singing that we are familiar with today.90 Indeed, early treatises on voice 

focused on ensemble singing, and even as solo singing began to emerge as an important method of 

expression, “singing was still adjunctive to social or religious functions, taking place in monastery, 

 
87 Name changed at the request of respondent. 
88 Isabelle, conversation with author, via Zoom, January 8th, 2024. 
89 Margaret Kennedy-Dygas, “Historical Perspectives on the ‘Science’ of Teaching Singing: 

Manuel Garcia II (1805-1906) and the Science of Singing in the 19th Century.” Journal of Singing 
(National Association of Teachers of Singing, Inc., 2000), 4.  

90 Brent Monahan, The Art of Singing: A Compendium of Thoughts on Singing Published Between 
1777 and 1927 (Metuchen, NJ: Scarecrow Press, 1978), 8. 
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chapel, cathedral, salon, or parlor,” notes Richard Miller.91 As solo singing began to move from 

private to public spaces in the 17th century, and as both opera composition and opera houses 

developed in new directions, singers required training to navigate challenges that had not existed 

before. By the mid-19th century with the advent of Verdi and Wagner, the demands on singers' 

bodies and voices had changed. Singers now needed to project over enormous orchestras into 

cavernous houses, and the music they were singing had shifted from light and melismatic to 

sustained and simultaneously conversational. As John Potter notes in his book Voca/ Authority: 

Singing Style and Ideology, only the largest and loudest voices could create the illusion of speech and 

still be heard in these situations.92 A new and more scientific understanding of how the voice is 

generated by the body appeared to be required to cultivate the volume and stamina required for this 

new style of opera.  

The shift from private to public singing as well as these new physical requirements for 

professional singers due to changing demands of vocal music and spaces mirrors—if not 

chronologically, then thematically—the move from cottage industry to urban factory work that Sarah 

Rose describes. It is possible to speculate that when singing took place largely in private spaces like 

the home, church, and salon, people of varying abilities would have been able to participate 

(although there may still have been hesitation around training disabled people in music as they were 

not as likely to need it in social situations). As singing became more visible, concerns may have 

arisen about public discomfort around seeing people with disabilities making music. Rose recounts 

anecdotes about injured railway workers being removed from public-facing positions in the early 

20th century, because seeing them reminded passengers that their own able-bodiedness or 

“wholeness” was temporary. Too often music and art are separated from the physical bodies from which 

they emanate, as disability advocate Imani Barbarin of the blog Crutches and Spice recalls: “…I was 

 
91 Richard Miller, “Historical Overview of Vocal Pedagogy,” Vocal Health and Pedagogy: 

Science and Assessment, ed. Robert Sataloff (San Diego: Plural Publishing, Inc., 2017), 12. 
92 John Potter, Vocal Authority: Singing Style and Ideology (New York: Cambridge University 

Press, 1998), 54. 



 
 

 

28 

discouraged from entering an industry in which my disability could be seen. I was ushered into art forms 

where my art could be separated from my body and enjoyed.”93 This kind of thinking has the effect of 

removing disabled people from public life in the arts, which leads to disabled people not seeing a path for 

themselves to professional music-making. 

Garcia’s own writings and ideas on vocal technique may not have directly expressed the 

exclusion of disabled people from music, but the scientific environment in which he was educated 

points to an awareness of these ideas. Musicologist Nina Eidsheim draws a connection between 

Garcia’s medicalization and “science-ification” of voice pedagogy to the fringe sciences94 of 

phrenology and eugenics. Most notably, one of Garcia’s mentors was François-Joseph Fétis, “the 

French musicologist known – among other things – for his recourse to racial classification schemes 

in explaining human musical difference.”95 Fétis believed that skull size and shape played a part in 

human beings’ ability to understand and perform music. Eidsheim points out that Garcia, along with 

Lilli Lehmann and most other voice pedagogues of the late-19th and early-20th centuries, also 

considered the shape of the head and face to be a determining factor in the timbre of the voice.  

Céline Frigau-Manning delves even deeper into this connection between phrenology, 

originally called “craniology,” and singing in her article “Phrenologizing Opera Singers: The 

Scientific ‘Proofs of Musical Genius.’”96 As singing became more of a public art form, as previously 

discussed, opera singers became figures of interest to the general public; visual representations of 

them in drawings, paintings and sculptures were common. Phrenologists were therefore able to more 

 
93 Imani Barbarin, “In Chadwick Boseman Disabled Black Kids Got Their Superhero, The 

Tragedy Is We Didn’t Get to Know Him As Such,” Crutches and Spice, August 29th,  
2020, available: https://crutchesandspice.com/2020/08/29/in-chadwick-boseman- 
disabled-black-kids-got-their-superhero-the-tragedy-is-we-didnt-get-to-know-him-as- 
such/ 

94 Alexander Cowan prefers the term “fringe science” to “pseudoscience,” because these areas of 
inquiry were given credence as scientific fields at the time. Many universities had eugenics departments 
well into the 20th century.  

95 Nina Eidsheim, “Race and the Aesthetics of Vocal Timbre,” Rethinking Difference in Music 
Scholarship,” ed. Olivia Bloechl, Melanie Low, and Jeffrey Kallberg, (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2015), 348. 

96 Céline Frigau-Manning, “Phrenologizing Opera Singers: The Scientific ‘Proofs of Musical 
Genius,’ 19th-Century Music (Vol. 39, No. 2, Fall 2015). 
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easily use them as subjects for speculation about the connection between the size and shape of 

different parts of the skull and the characteristics required to be a successful opera singer. Frigau-

Manning notes, “When examining the opera singer, rather than relying on observations of vocal and 

stage technique, phrenologists prioritized the study of personality.”97 Each part of the skull and face 

corresponded to a different trait, including Secretiveness, Acquisitiveness, Self-Esteem, Wit, and 

Wonder.98 These traits were considered to be inherent, rather than acquired, and each of them in 

different quantities (based on the size of the skull) could determine whether a person was pre-

disposed to a career in opera. This idea of an inherent ability to pursue a singing career resonates 

with Carl Seashore’s understanding of musical talent as an innate capacity rather than an ability that 

can be developed—and suggests that only people with the correct physical characteristics should 

train as singers. 

Living in a time of immense change for vocal music and increased demands on the vocal 

instrument, Garcia intended to help his students ensure their vocal longevity and understand how 

their bodies created sound through science. However, the simultaneous rise of fringe sciences like 

eugenics and phrenology suggests that modern voice pedagogy has the exclusion of disabled people 

and people of color woven into its fabric.  
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Chapter 7: Practical Applications for the Opera Industry 

An important issue to consider when thinking about a disability-informed voice pedagogy is the 

accessibility of the industry into which students will graduate. Currently, the opera industry is a 

challenging if not impossible place for disabled singers to find acceptance and career success, potentially 

inviting the question of whether it is worth it to teach disability in music schools. However, certain 

adjustments as suggested by historical precedent and the current work of advocates like Molly Noori, 

David Salsbery Fry, Gregory Moomjy, Marianna Mott Neuwirth, Jacqueline Ko and Robin Hahn will 

trickle down from the opera industry to academia. 

 Interviews with disabled colleagues and former students reveal the ways in which disability 

impacts hiring and assignments in the opera industry. Fry shared with me that in college, he was asked to 

carry a castmate offstage with several other performers during a production of Candide. Upon a classmate 

disclosing his disability to the director without his consent, he was immediately removed from that 

assignment without being consulted about whether he could complete the task. More recently, Fry went 

public with his disability in 2015 after many years of concealment due to fear of repercussions; he has not 

been rehired by most of the companies that employed him in the past. When I asked him why he thought 

that was the case, he suggested that employers might presume that he is not capable of a given job, or that 

because of his chronic illness he is more likely to break his contract and require a replacement.99  

Respondent Laura, a professional opera singer and voice teacher, has also experienced 

discrimination in the opera industry for her disability. One company informed her that if they had known 

she would be undergoing a medically necessary procedure, they would have revoked her contract and told 

her not to come. Laura told me: 

I work very hard to keep my disability private. I don’t want others to judge what they think I’m 
capable of. I know my body best and want to be in charge of deciding what I can handle. Because 
of this, I rarely ask accessibility questions because I’m afraid of discrimination. Despite being 
illegal, disability discrimination is very common in the opera industry and it’s nearly impossible 
to prove or take action about without being blacklisted. 100 

 
99 Fry, conversation with the author, January 12th, 2024. 
100 Laura, e-mail with the author, January 15th, 2024. 
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Both Laura and David talked to me about the importance of bodily autonomy and making their own 

decisions about how, when, and to whom to disclose their disabilities. Despite legal protections against 

discrimination on the basis of disability, including the Americans with Disabilities Act, Maybee points 

out that on a structural level “[c]apitalism thus exclude[s] people who (were assumed to) fall below 

certain physical and behavioral standards from paid work.”101  

One result of many disabled singers choosing not to disclose for the reasons articulated above by 

Laura is that there are few visibly—and professionally visible or viable—disabled singers on the opera 

and musical theater stage. Maybee considers the “existential and aesthetic anxiety” inherent in the 

exclusion of disabled people from public life: “What people fear is not so much the loss of physical 

attractiveness or functional ability in themselves, but the social and economic consequences of a loss of 

physical attractiveness or functional ability…Nondisabled people get the message: remain ‘able,’ or 

else.”102 Sarah Rose offers the example of railway workers with missing fingers—formerly considered a 

badge of honor and a sign of competency--not being hired in public-facing positions because people 

might be uncomfortable with the sight of a body that was not “whole.”103  

 

Solution #1: Performer-Specific Production Design  

 David Salsbery Fry pointed out to me that most opera productions are designed assuming that the 

entire cast will be able-bodied, rather than beginning with the cast and then building the set.104 An opera 

set with many stairs will naturally prevent the hiring of a singer who cannot comfortably negotiate stairs; 

as a result, companies often find it easier to hire able-bodied singers, rather than redesigning their set. 

Opera staging today is frequently extremely active; singers like Natalie Dessay and Laura Claycomb have 

famously performed dazzling feats of vocalism while lying on their backs or hanging upside down, while 

 
101 Maybee, 38. 
102 Ibid., 39. 
103 Rose, 112. 
104 Fry, conversation with the author. 
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others have displayed their abilities to dance en pointe while singing coloratura. Although opera has 

always been a dramatic art, it has become less acceptable in recent years, perhaps with the advent of the 

Met HD broadcasts, to “park and bark,” or sing an aria without actively performing staging. This staging 

is usually created before the singers are chosen, and indeed, many productions at major opera houses are 

re-mounted in their entirety with different singers, rather than being staged again with a new cast.  

However, as one of Molly Noori’s anonymous respondents put it in The Chronicled Voice, “You 

did it for Joyce DiDonato with a broken leg, you can do it for anyone.”105 – “it,” of course, referring to 

adjusting the staging of an opera to accommodate a (temporarily) disabled performer. DiDonato broke her 

ankle during a production of Il Barbiere di Siviglia at the Royal Opera House in 2010.  The initial plan 

was for her to sing from the side of the stage while somebody else “walked” the part, but because “there 

was a tiny narrow passageway at the front of the boxed set and the edge of the orchestra pit, there was just 

enough room to maneuver a wheelchair,”106 as she recalled in an interview. However, the company 

provided DiDonato with a streamlined athletic wheelchair and the show went on, “completely 

unrehearsed.” Footage from the second performance suggests that DiDonato’s castmates joyfully 

improvised a new production around her limited mobility, leading to what DiDonato describes as new 

discoveries about characters and relationships onstage. Gregory Moomjy and Marianna Mott Neuwirth, 

the founders of New York City’s disability-affirmative opera company Opera Praktikos call this added 

richness arising from a disabled perspective “disability creativity,” and consider it to be an essential part 

of honoring human diversity onstage.  

Although this kind of creativity and accommodation seems like a contemporary phenomenon, a 

historical example of opera houses designing productions around a singer’s disability is Marjorie 

 
105 Afton Wooten, “Q&A: Molly Noori Discusses Her Non-Profit ‘The Chronicled Voice’ & 

Experiences With Chronic Illness.” OperaWire. September 10th, 2024. Available: 
https://operawire.com/q-a-molly-noori-discusses-her-non-profit-the-chronicled-voice-experiences-with-
chronic-illnesses/ 

106 Joyce DiDonato, “Joyce DiDonato on performing with a broken leg in Il barbiere di Siviglia 
(Royal Opera),” Royal Ballet and Opera, uploaded July 31st, 2014. Available: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ix_4CbUmROE&t=236s 
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Lawrence, briefly mentioned in an earlier chapter. Lawrence was unusually athletic for a Wagnerian 

soprano, most notably riding a real horse onstage as Brünnhilde in the Metropolitan Opera’s Ring Cycle. 

When Lawrence contracted polio in 1941 and became paralyzed from the waist down, it was uncertain 

whether she would ever be able to continue her singing career. The Met, after expressing concerns that 

audiences would only buy tickets out of pity, built new productions of Tannhäuser and Tristan und Isolde 

for her. According to Lawrence’s recollections in her memoir Interrupted Melody, in each of these 

productions, she was carried onstage in the dark in between scenes, and her castmates revolved around 

her.107 In Tannhäuser, Lawrence was asked to sing the role of Venus, usually sung by a mezzo-soprano, 

instead of leading lady Elisabeth. A New York Times piece on her upcoming performance noted, “She is 

able to sing this particular role because Venus throughout reclines on her throne.”108 Her debut 

performance as Isolde, which she also sang entirely seated, received rapturous reviews: “Her Isolde is a 

passionate woman of varying moods and in the opening scenes she infused her voice with an intensity 

that it is hard to imagine being surpassed. The fact that she could bring such intensity to the role without 

striding around to lend physical motion to the musical content, made her portrayal all the more 

remarkable.”109 

Both DiDonato and Lawrence showed that audiences would accept disabled singers in leading 

romantic roles, and that staging could be built around them. A more contemporary example featuring less 

well-established singers is the 2023 production of Shostakovich’s The Nose at Chicago Opera Theater, 

directed by Francesca Zambello. David Salsbery Fry, who sang in this production, noted that each 

performer was chosen for their specific vocal abilities and diverse identities; Zambello and her team met 

 
107 Marjorie Lawrence, Interrupted Melody: The Story of My Life (New York: Appleton-Century-

Crofts, 1949), 100. 
108 “Marjorie Lawrence to Return to Opera: Soprano, Legs Paralyzed, Will Be in Tannhaeuser 

Regularly,” The New York Times, January 10th, 1943. Available: 
https://www.nytimes.com/1943/01/10/archives/marjorie-lawrence-to-return-to-opera-soprano-legs-
paralyzed-will-be.html 

109 “Australian Singer a Brilliant Isolde: Marjorie Lawrence Is Heard in Role for the First Time at 
the Metropolitan,” The New York Times, March 15th, 1944. Available: 
https://www.nytimes.com/1944/03/15/archives/australian-singer-a-brilliant-isolde-marjorie-lawrence-is-
heard-in.html 



 
 

 

34 

with everyone individually to get to know them better and discuss their needs. The production was then 

built around the specific singers in the cast. In one instance, Fry recalls, the staging called for the entire 

company to jump; he was not “getting a lot of air”110 on his jumps, and when asked for more, he was 

comfortable telling Zambello that he could not jump higher due to joint stiffness and an abundance of 

caution about bruising due to his hemophilia. Because his disability was taken into account early in the 

process – and valued as an important part of his identity as a performer – Fry recalls that he was able to 

set boundaries as needed without repercussions. 

There are certainly financial considerations that prevent opera companies from designing entirely 

new productions for every cast of every opera. However, Fry’s experience in The Nose suggests that small 

adjustments for individual performers are not beyond the scope of most companies – and are small 

considerations compared to improvising the staging of an entire opera for DiDonato in a wheelchair! 

 

Solution #2: Tell Disabled Stories Using Disabled Performers 

 Recently, there have been several notable operas produced at large opera houses on themes of 

disability. Lucas Meachem starred in Jody Talbot and Gene Scheer’s The Diving Bell and the Butterfly at 

Dallas Opera in 2023.111 Based on the novel of the same name, this opera centers Jean-Dominique Bauby, 

a man who has become almost completely paralyzed after a stroke; he recalls his life before the stroke 

through flashbacks. The story requires a performer who can play the character in the present and in his 

able-bodied past, which means that a paralyzed singer cannot take on this role (not to mention that this 

character in the present is not able to speak, but uses other means to communicate). Another entry in this 

genre is touch, which “picks up where The Miracle Worker leaves off”112 in the life of Helen Keller, with 

a score by Carla Lucero and libretto by Marianna Mott Neuwirth, the aforementioned co-founder of 

 
110 Fry, conversation with the author. 
111 “The Diving Bell and the Butterfly,” Dallas Opera, Available: 

https://dallasopera.org/performance/diving-bell-and-the-butterfly/ 
112 “touch (World Premiere),” Opera Birmingham, Available: 

https://www.operabirmingham.org/touch 
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Opera Praktikos. Produced at Opera Birmingham in January 2024, the opera featured a visually-impaired 

actor, Alie B. Gorrie, as Helen Keller, and a soprano, Catherine Goode, as Helen’s voice. Gorrie was also 

deeply involved in the development of the opera.113 The inclusion of disabled performers in this opera, as 

well as Opera Birmingham’s stated commitment to accessibility, is admirable and crucial to expanding 

opera’s reach into the disabled community. However, it was still necessary to have a separate performer 

sing for Helen, rather than a disabled performer singing the role. 

 In her essay “Empathy in Opera,” Colleen Renihan writes, “Opera offers possibilities for 

engaging with and performing…affective matching, other-oriented perspective-taking, and self-other 

differentiation.”114 In other words, the stories that audiences see on the opera stage have the potential to 

expand their perspective and empathize with people who are different from them. While Renihan’s essay 

focuses on the pedagogical value of operatic empathy, it is also possible to turn this lens onto opera 

production itself. Operas like The Diving Bell and the Butterfly and touch represent an important step 

forward in representing disability onstage. Imagine, then, the empathetic potential of disabled singers 

performing operas telling disabled stories; the opera industry has recently seen similar expansion with 

stories on Black and LGBTQ+ themes, like As One, Fellow Travelers, Champion and Fire Shut Up In My 

Bones. More operatic roles specifically written for disabled performers could help to expand the options 

for disabled singers to train for an opera career. 

 A recent example from the world of Broadway is How to Dance in Ohio, with music by Jacob 

Yandura and book and lyrics by Rebekah Greer Matlock. Based on a documentary of the same name, the 

show follows seven autistic teenagers as they get ready to attend a formal dance;115 crucially, the casting 

highlighted the talents of performers who identify on the autism spectrum. Ashley Griffin, who had 

previously written an editorial for OnStage Blog wondering whether actors should be cast based on 

personal identity, notes that the casting of How to Dance in Ohio made the representation even more 

 
113 Conversation with the author, December 18th, 2024. 
114 Colleen Renihan, “Empathy in Opera,” Sound Pedagogy: Radical Care in Music, ed. John 

Spiker, Colleen Renihan and Trudi Wright (Champaign: University of Illinois Press, 2024), 87. 
115 “About,” How to Dance in Ohio, Available: https://howtodanceinohiomusical.com/about/ 



 
 

 

36 

poignant, as did the consideration of the needs of each performer throughout the production process. “On 

the slightly smaller scale, writers being in their own works can bring an electric, vital, deeply honest 

element to the story being told,” Griffin writes. “On the larger scale it can completely change the 

conversation about a demographic that has been all but absent from the conversation in the first place.”116 

More disabled composers writing stories about disability for the opera stage, leveraging Neuwirth and 

Moomjy’s idea of “disability creativity,” to be performed by disabled opera singers, could help to open 

doors to this conversation in the opera industry. 

 

Solution #3: Disability Representation at the Administrative Level and in Rehearsal 

Several disability advocates in opera, including Molly Noori, Robin Hahn and Jacqueline Ko, 

have discussed the need for accommodations and understanding of disability behind the scenes. In her 

interview with Afton Wooten, Noori shares some anonymous responses to a question she posed on her 

blog The Chronicled Voice about what the opera industry could do to make performing opportunities 

more accessible to disabled singers. One respondent writes, “Please have someone on staff who is 

familiar with neurodivergency and (c)PTSD in all its myriad manifestations and nurture a tolerant and 

accommodating rehearsal environment in the rehearsal room, cast and crew culture, and backstage.”117  

This answer can be expanded to include all kinds of disabilities, so that singers have an advocate 

to speak for them, particularly since there is a power imbalance between emerging artists and directors or 

administrators. Respondent Laura told me that at certain companies, rather than inform anybody in opera 

administration that she was experiencing a flare-up of her chronic illness, she prefers to tell a trusted 

castmate or fellow young artist. However, specific training for opera administrators in the area of 

disability justice and accommodation would go a long way towards making sure that disabled singers feel 

 
116 Ashley Griffin, “’How to Dance in Ohio’: Telling Your Own Story,” OnStage Blog, December 

13th, 2023. Available: https://www.onstageblog.com/editorials/2023/12/13/how-to-dance-in-ohio-telling-
your-own-story 

117 Afton Wooten. “Q&A: Molly Noori Discusses Her Non-Profit ‘The Chronicled Voice’ & 
Experiences With Chronic Illness.” 



 
 

 

37 

safe beginning at the audition and continuing through production. As Noori tells Wooten, “I think it starts 

with the casting call. The first bit of documentation a singer sees needs to make them feel empowered and 

safe. It needs to say that this is an inclusive process and will be accommodating and offer a clear way for 

the singer to communicate their needs.”118 

 Robin Hahn and Jacqueline Ko have spoken at length in their YouTube videos about the 

exclusion of disabled singers from opera, particularly since the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Many high-risk singers have had to step away from performing altogether to avoid contracting COVID 

now that most of the industry has removed the precautions that were in place in 2020. Hahn and Ko are 

the co-founders of Opera Mariposa, “Canada’s first entirely, openly disability-led and run opera 

company,”119 and they are committed to creating a safe and inclusive rehearsal and performance space by 

implementing COVID precautions like air purifiers and masks. In their video “6 SIMPLE, CHEAP Tips 

for Making Accessible Opera,” they suggest providing chairs in rehearsal for anyone who is not able to 

stand for long periods of time, and also normalizing the use of mobility aids and adaptive devices like 

canes and walkers onstage. In 2024, the first-place winner of the Lotte Lenya Competition, Ana Karneza, 

used a motorized wheelchair in her performance, making it an integral part of the staging and dramatic 

arc.120 As Hahn puts it, “We as humans have been using mobility aids since time immemorial. Mobility 

aids are period accurate for any time a show can be set…all assistive devices, all mobility aids, can be 

part of an opera, because opera is an art form of suspension of disbelief…Your audience will go with you 

if you go, with joy, wherever!”121  

These examples suggest that a sea change is necessary to bring disabled singers into the 

mainstream opera industry, from more individualized staging to no-questions-asked accommodations for 

disability onstage and in rehearsal, as well as more operas written on topics relating to disability and 

 
118 Ibid. 
119 “About,” Opera Mariposa, Available: https://operamariposa.com/about/ 
120 “Ana Karneza: 2024 LENYA COMPETITION WINNER,” Ana Karneža, uploaded May 14th, 

2024, Available: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pDVKz_Od24s&t=693s 
121 “6 SIMPLE, CHEAP Tips for Making Accessible Opera,” Robin Hahn, uploaded August 1st, 

2024, Available: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iFnNPuBVrbI&t=494s 
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neurodivergence. Adjustments towards better disability representation on the opera stage and in other 

genres of vocal music will hopefully help to alleviate the pipeline problem at the university level, 

rendering a disability-informed voice pedagogy essential to the voice curriculum. 
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Chapter 8: Practical Applications for Voice Pedagogy Instructors 

Based on the fundamentally exclusionary building blocks of voice pedagogy as a discipline and 

opera as an industry, the actual task of making voice pedagogy classrooms and curricula more hospitable 

to disabled students may seem impossible. However, including these materials can have monumental and 

positive impacts on the experiences of all students.  

A disability-informed voice pedagogy does not require a complete revamping of an existing voice 

pedagogy syllabus. With a focus on increased representation of disabled bodies, adjustments in language, 

and course design that assumes accommodations, voice pedagogy educators can add and prioritize these 

principles, while still teaching the fundamentals of vocal anatomy and physiology.  

 

Representation: “You have to see it to be it.”122  

 Representation can take a number of different forms. Images of singers in the pedagogy textbooks 

previously addressed in Chapter Four appear to be exclusively able-bodied,123 because authors often use 

their own collegiate or professional-level students. However, as respondent Nina shared, simply seeing 

and discussing a disabled singer in pedagogy class made her feel safe and comfortable being openly 

disabled. Representing disabled singing bodies alongside able-bodied ones (as well as singers of all races, 

sizes, and genders) shows disabled students that there is a place for them, and fosters empathy and 

understanding in able-bodied students who may not have considered disability in singing before. 

Representation of disability in voice pedagogy class can be categorized along two lines: first, 

visual and aural representation via images and YouTube videos, and second, conceptual representation 

using case studies and supplemental reading. 

 

 
122 “Acceptance Speech: Jeanine Tesori & Lisa Kron (2015),” The Tony Awards, uploaded June 

7th, 2015, available: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j7Z4QJh_Kro 
123 This is speculation; these students may have invisible disabilities, chronic illnesses, or learning 

disabilities. However, with no other details about each individual person, the visual effect is of entirely 
able-bodied singers demonstrating exercises. 
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Representation in Other Industries/Arenas 

One way to begin the discussion of disability in voice pedagogy is to consider other public-facing 

industries in which disability is becoming more visible.  

In their 2016 study on how disabled people experience the gym and other fitness institutions, 

Emma V. Richardson, Odette Smith and Anthony Papathomas note that in addition to gym set-ups often 

further disabling people who need different accessibility, gym culture often has “limited interpretations of 

health,”124 promoting slogans like “no pain, no gain” and making disabled people feel like since they will 

never achieve the ideal body, they cannot participate. Although Richardson, Smith and Papathomas see 

the need for further research in this area, they propose making gyms easier to access in wheelchairs or on 

crutches, and creating a more inclusive environment by expanding the definition of health and the 

potential outcomes and benefits of exercise. Hannah Wydeven, the owner of Solcana Fitness in 

Minneapolis, found that when she became a CrossFit trainer, “All of these people were coming in with 

baggage about their bodies and abilities…I started to realize that I could help people shift their mindset 

and see themselves as more than just the way they look.” Her gym is a pioneer in inclusivity; Solcana is 

“a fitness center that deliberately welcomes all: BIPOC, queer and trans people, those with bigger bodies 

and disabilities, and anyone who might not feel comfortable in a traditional gym environment.”125 

The hiring of disabled trainers is also a crucial step towards making gyms more accessible and 

inclusive. The presence of trainers and coaches with disabilities is beginning to expose the challenges of 

accessibility inherent in fitness culture. As Katherine Meizel points out, “…though there are opportunities 

for disabled athletes, such as wheelchair sports, adaptive skiing, even the Paralympics, there are fewer 

options for disabled singers.”126 Cultivating the talents of disabled singers and voice teachers will 

hopefully have a similarly positive effect as the increased visibility of disabled athletes and trainers. 

 
124 Emma Richardson, Anthony Papathomas, and Odette Smith, “Disability and the Gym:  

Experiences, Barriers and Facilitators of Gym Use for Individuals With Physical  
Disabilities,” Disability and Rehabilitation, Vol. 39, No. 19, 2017, 4. 

125 Rebecca Dejarlais Ortiz, “Fitness for All,” Macalester Today, Winter 2024. Available: 
https://www.macalester.edu/news/wp-content/uploads/sites/5/2024/02/WI24_MAC_pages_Edited.pdf 

126 Meizel and Georgakakarou, 3. 
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 Food television, specifically in the UK, has become a surprising locus of disability representation 

and visibility. In 2021, disabled actor Ruth Madeley appeared on Celebrity Best Home Cook. Madeley 

represents a major step forward in disability representation for author Rachel Charlton-Dailey, who 

writes, “It's rare enough that we see disabled people on TV, but it's even rarer that we see them on 

cookery shows.”127 She continues that there is not usually any nuance in representation of disability on 

television; Madeley’s disability has been questioned in the past because as an ambulatory wheelchair 

user, she is able to stand and walk, which is not how wheelchair users are usually depicted. Charlton-

Dailey echoes Stella Young’s disavowal of disabled people as somehow special or different: “We're not 

amazing inspirational beings overcoming our challenges because we regularly cook dinner for our family, 

we just like making food!”128  

The Great British Baking Show has also featured multiple disabled contestants without 

emphasizing their bodies or framing them as inspirational. The most recent cycle of the Baking Show, 

which aired in fall 2023, featured the program’s first deaf contestant, Tasha Stones, and her British Sign 

Language interpreter, Daryl. Briony May Williams, a 2018 semi-finalist, was born with a limb difference 

in which her left hand is much smaller than her right—she and her family refer to it as her “little hand.”129 

Williams was adamant about not being considered a disabled contestant on the Bake-Off, pointing out 

that “I can do pretty much anything I want to, I just have to find my own way of doing it.”130 Marc Elliott, 

who competed in 2020, lost his leg in a motorcycle accident in 2016.131   

 
127 Rachel Charlton-Dailey, “Ruth Madeley’s Appearance on Celebrity Best Home Cook Fills a 

Major Gap in Disabled Visibilty,” Digital Spy, January 26th, 2021. Available: 
https://www.digitalspy.com/tv/reality-tv/a35317013/ruth-madeley-celebrity-best-home-cook/ 

128 Ibid. 
129 Emma Purcell, “Briony May Williams: Bake Off Semi-Finalist and TV Presenter Who Lives 

With a ‘Little Hand,’” Disability Horizons, July 24th, 2020, available: 
https://disabilityhorizons.com/2020/07/briony-may-williams-bake-off-semi-finalist-and- 
tv-presenter-who-lives-with-a-little-hand/ 

130 Williams, quoted by Purcell. 
131 “Marc.” The Great British Bake Off. Available: 

https://thegreatbritishbakeoff.co.uk/bakers/marc/ 
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And while not disabled herself, 2013 runner-up Ruby Tandoh’s cookbook Cook As You Are: 

Recipes for Real Life, Hungry Cooks and Messy Kitchens132 is committed to both representing and 

providing alternative strategies for all kinds of bodies, time constraints and lifestyles. In her introduction, 

Tandoh writes, “We try to cook ourselves better somehow—maybe into a different body or a bigger 

kitchen or a more accomplished persona—instead of meeting our hungers here and now, as we are.”133 

Cook As You Are includes no photographs, only illustrations, removing the stress of exactly replicating 

each dish; the cover also features an illustration of a person in a wheelchair putting a pie into the oven. 

Each recipe features alternative ingredients and explanations of how an individual cook might change the 

dish as needed, and some recipes also include adaptations for varying abilities. Tandoh’s flexibility, 

creativity, and understanding that different cooks have different needs would also benefit voice 

pedagogues in approaching students inhabiting all kinds of bodies.   

 

Visual and Aural Representation 

 Images and videos of disabled singers can go a long way towards suggesting to students that the 

normative and “ideal” way they have been used to thinking about singing and teaching may not be the 

only way. In the pedagogy course that inspired this project, students learned the basic principles of 

posture and alignment for singing. This included the idea that optimal alignment begins with both feet on 

the ground, connected via three points134 (the heel, below the big toe, and below the pinky toe).  

 Upon completing a survey of the default postural anatomy, students were shown videos and 

photos of three disabled singers – Thomas Quasthoff, Ali Stroker, and folk singer Gaelynn Lea. They 

were asked to think about how they would approach alignment with a student who was not able to stand. 

Observing Stroker, for example, they discussed where a singer who could not feel the ground might find 

 
132 With apologies to Tandoh, I have also paraphrased the title of her book into the title of this 

paper.   
133 Ruby Tandoh, Cook As You Are: Recipes for Real Life, Hungry Cooks and Messy Kitchens 

(London: Serpent’s Tail Publishing, 2021), 4. 
134 Maldé, et al. 
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stability and support for their sound, and how they could use the principles of body mapping with a body 

whose proprioceptive abilities were different to their own. These examples required students to consider 

the possibility that the “optimal” singing posture they had learned might not be accessible to everyone – 

or even necessary to support a singing sound. 

 However, posture is not the only area of voice pedagogy in which visibly disabled singers may be 

included, and indeed, representing disabled singers as examples of a pedagogical concept not directly 

relating to their disability may be even more powerful. For example, Quasthoff is an accomplished jazz 

singer as well as a classically-trained bass-baritone; a pedagogy instructor might use videos of him 

singing in contrasting genres to discuss resonance or articulation, without reference to his disability. 

Power belter Ali Stroker exemplifies efficient use of air for high-pressure singing styles, while “The Blind 

Soprano” Cristina Jones offers a master class in classical vocal tract shaping in her video of “Song to the 

Moon” from Dvorak’s Rusalka.135 This way of approaching representation may also be used in other 

voice-related classes—for example, Quasthoff as an exemplar of German diction or interpreter of Lieder, 

or blind soprano and Ithaca College voice faculty member Ju Hyeon Han as a performer of the works of 

Kaija Sariaaho136 (which she does on YouTube using Braille sheet music).  

Including videos of these disabled performers not only increases disability representation, but 

also may serve as a gateway to further understanding the challenges of accessibility in voice education 

and performance. Respondent David Salsbery Fry’s recordings from Mozart’s Die Entführung aus dem 

Serail and other operas could be included in a discussion of the bass Fach.137 Instructors might then 

include links to his interviews and writing about his experience as a performer with hemophilia. Robin 

Hahn and Jaqueline Ko, founders of Opera Mariposa in Toronto, address a wide variety of topics through 

 
135 “Song to the Moon (Rusalka) by Dvorak - Cristina Jones & Jessica Cosley,” The Blind 

Soprano-Cristina Jones, uploaded August 25th, 2020, available:  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mLn_Peg2Bcs 

136 “Leinolaulut: Lino Songs: Rauha - Kaija Saariaho - Ju Hyeon Han, Soprano,” Mostly Modern 
Projects, uploaded August 16th, 2019, available: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sI9S9aial78 

137 “Mozart, Die Entführung aus dem Serail, Osmin Pedrillo duet, Vivat Bacchus!, David 
Salsbery Fry, bass,” TryTheFry, uploaded October 16th, 2016, available: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AdDfOXTnnyc 
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their YouTube channels. Their videos on vocal Fächer, how to learn recitative or portamento technique, 

and opera history could lead a viewer to their work on disability advocacy and accessibility in the opera 

industry.  

 It is important to offer these examples without moralizing or lifting them up as “inspirational” or 

overcoming adversity to sing “like everyone else”; rather, they should be shared simply as singers doing 

their jobs, possibly in a slightly different way from their able-bodied colleagues. As respondent Isabelle 

put it, “disabled people…get relegated to ‘inspirational box’” or “Disney channel ‘special episode,’” and 

there is “not really any acknowledgement that they are just as skilled as their able-bodied counterparts and 

work just as hard, sometimes harder.”138 In his exploration of disabled performers on televised talent 

competitions, William Cheng also cautions against only highlighting or privileging disabled people who 

have extraordinary abilities or talents, implying that those who do not are not worthy of consideration.139 

In the context of voice pedagogy, this might translate into an inadvertent assumption that disabled 

students who do not show signs of outstanding vocal promise are not worth teaching to sing. However, it 

is currently difficult to find videos and other representations of disabled singers who are not working at 

the top of their fields. Teaching disability-informed voice pedagogy in a collegiate environment will 

hopefully lead to a proliferation of disabled singers at all levels, as their teachers graduate with better 

awareness and understanding. 

 

Conceptual Representation: Case Studies  

 While some voice pedagogy courses focus only on anatomy and physiology for singing, most 

include at least some activities in which the students are placed in the position of teacher. This may 

involve teaching their own students from a volunteer pool, or role-playing with their colleagues in class. It 

is not possible to guarantee that in these scenarios, a student-teacher will encounter a voice student with a 

disability. For this reason, pedagogy instructors may choose to provide real-world case studies for 

 
138 Isabelle, conversation with the author. 
139 William Cheng, Loving Music Till It Hurts (New York: Oxford University Press, 2020), 105. 
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students to work through, both to prepare them for working with disabled voice students and to continue 

to promote the idea of diversity and difference among all singing bodies. 

Below are a number of case studies with sample questions for educators. These questions may be 

asked as in class activities (as in the example above of considering alignment for a wheelchair user) or as 

take-home assignments for students to explore on their own time. The examples have been drawn from 

personal teaching experience, interviews with respondents, and recent research at the intersection of 

disability or chronic illness and voice pedagogy. In order to effectively approach these case studies, 

students must understand at the outset that there is no single correct answer. The goal of working through 

these examples is to “throw spaghetti at the wall,” 140 and brainstorm new ways to approach vocal issues. 

 

Alignment/Posture141 

1. You are teaching Julie, a woman in her 60s, via Zoom. She lets you know that she deals with 

debilitating back pain and may not be able to stand for her lessons (which she suspects is not 

good for singing). One day she logs onto Zoom lying on her side in bed. 

a. How would you discuss alignment with this student?  

b. How would you approach respiration with this student? Can you suggest proprioceptive, 

sensation-based ways to connect to the breath that do not require standing? 

2. Your student discloses to you that she has had severe scoliosis since high school and is constantly 

“correcting” her own posture so that she is standing up straight.  

a. Considering what you know about the anatomy and physiology of singing, how might 

you anticipate this postural “correction” to impact the student’s singing? 

b. This student has struggled with having enough air to make it through long phrases, but 

when she sings with “uncorrected” posture, this challenge disappears, making it possible 

 
140 Vicki Singer, “Addressing Ableism.” 
141 Although I have included the following examples under alignment/posture, there is no way to 

truly separate these systems from each other! 
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for her to sing the choral music she loves. What would you speculate has changed? Why 

might “uncorrecting” the posture lead to an unencumbered vocal production? 

3. Your student discloses that he has recently been diagnosed with POTS (Postural Orthostatic 

Tachycardia Syndrome), a chronic illness in which changes in posture (from seated to standing, 

for example) results in sudden changes in blood pressure and sometimes fainting.  

a. What kind of accommodations can you offer to make sure that this student has a 

productive voice lesson experience? Consider Marita Stryker’s interview on the Visceral 

Voice podcast for ideas.142 

4. Your student is blind/visually impaired.  

a. Based on Maria Georgakakarou’s article “The Impact of Blindness on the Physical and 

Vocal Development of Visually Impaired Singers,”143 what kind of tensions and specific 

challenges might you expect? 

b. Visual feedback is often important to the voice studio experience; students may look at 

themselves in a mirror or on video, and teachers often give visual cues for certain 

sensations. How would you adjust your teaching for a student who is not able to use their 

vision in this way? 

Respiration 

5. Your student discloses that they suffer from Nutcracker Syndrome, a vein compression disorder, 

and that a diaphragmatic breath feels uncomfortable to the point of pain because of compression 

in their abdomen.  

a. What questions would you ask this student to understand their experience? 

b. What other approaches to breath can you suggest? 

 
142 Christine Schneider, host, “Supporting Voices: Marita Stryker on POTS in the Voice Studio,” 

The Visceral Voice Podcast, June 24th, 2024, available: https://www.thevisceralvoice.com/podcast 
143 Maria Georgakakarou, “The Impact of Blindness on the Physical and Vocal Development 

of Visually Impaired Singers,” Journal of Singing, Volume 80, No. 1, September/October 2023, 35-41. 
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6. Your student, Vicki, has cerebral palsy. She tells you that for her, it is very difficult to achieve the 

amount of muscular release necessary to sing “freely,” and to find an appoggio breath, which she 

desires for classical singing.  

a. What approaches would you try?  

b. In an interview with Heather Nelson, Vicki Singer notes that she was only able to 

physically understand an appoggio breath when her teacher had her lift a chair while 

breathing.144 Why do you think this worked?  

7. Your student discloses that they have asthma and use an inhaler on a regular basis.  

a. Given the importance of breathing in your work as a voice teacher, brainstorm questions 

to ask your student about their experience.  

b. Read Bryn Aratyr Jimenez’s work on singing with asthma and other respiratory 

disorders.145 How might understanding asthma better impact your teaching of this student 

– if it does? 

Phonation 

8. Your student, Molly, lives with multiple chronic illnesses, some of which result in neuropathy. As 

a result, the nerves that power the vocal folds and larynx occasionally do not allow Molly to 

adduct her vocal folds and phonate; there is a “skip” in the sound. This is not something that can 

be resolved.146  

a. Brainstorm language to discuss this challenge with your student. How can you talk about 

it without framing it as a flaw, or something that needs to be overcome before the student  

is able to sing? 

 

 

 
144 Heather Nelson and Vicki Singer, “Addressing Ableism.” 
145 Upcoming, as part of “Disability and Accessibility in the Voice Studio, Open Educational 

Resources, Bowling Green State University, 2025. 
146 Molly Noori, conversation with the author, via Zoom, March 21st, 2024. 
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Resonance/Registration 

1. Erica is an avocational singer and a natural belter who wants to explore a Western classical 

timbre. She is currently struggling with an excess of pressure in the middle voice. Your go-to tool 

for this situation is putting the thumb and forefinger around the lips, creating a semi-occluded 

aperture and increased supraglottal pressure. However, Erica has a limb difference in her hands 

that prevents her from doing this. 

a. How could you adapt this tool so that Erica can adjust the front of her vocal tract? 

b. What other avenues could you consider to help her reduce subglottal pressure? Changing 

the shape of the mouth is only one possibility! 

2. Your student lets you know that she has hearing loss in one ear.  

a. What questions would you ask this student about their experience of their own voice? 

b.  How might you help this student understand the feeling of resonance?  

 

Representation Removes Stigma: Vocal Fold Injury or Disorder as Disability 

Something that has hitherto not been addressed when considering disability’s place in voice pedagogy 

curricula is the possibility of disability arising from vocal fold dysfunction, pathology, or use injury.  

Molly Noori shared a number of ways that her chronic illness impacts her vocal function, including 

muscle spasms or tension and impairment of her fine motor skills: “These are days where I notice issues 

with arytenoid function, for example, and will have more vocal ‘glitching.’”147 But the vocal impairments 

that arise from injuries like nodules or polyps may also be considered “disabling” for a professional voice 

user, and should be taken into account in any discussion of disability in the voice studio or pedagogy 

classroom. As Judith Herman writes in her seminal text Trauma and Recovery, “Traumatized people 

suffer damage to the basic structures of the self.”148 For many singers, voice is an important facet of their 

 
147 Molly Noori, e-mail to the author, March 28th, 2024. 
148 Judith Herman, Trauma and Recovery: The Aftermath of Violence—From Domestic Abuse to 

Political Terror (New York: Basic Books, 1992), 56. 
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identity; when the voice is discovered to be impaired, particularly when that impairment is a use injury 

like nodules, the person’s very identity is called into question. Herman also notes that traumatic events 

separate the traumatized person from their community and isolate them from relationships. They may also 

have the veracity of their injury perpetually questioned, as colleagues and professors express their 

disbelief.  

According to Tanya Eadie and Derek Isetti’s article “The Americans With Disabilities Act and 

Voice Disorders: Practical Guidelines for Voice Clinicians,” certain kinds of voice disorders can meet the 

criteria for legal disability.149 When the law was originally passed in 1990, temporary voice disorders 

(those that would not be significantly improved within six months of onset, or with medical intervention) 

were not considered for workplace accommodation. The list included disorders like vocal fold paralysis 

or paresis and spasmodic dysphonia, which significantly impair a person’s ability to communicate. 

Amendments made in 2008 allow for “episodic conditions” that may have flare-ups (for example, muscle 

tension dysphonia, which is often worse at different times of day) and other kinds of functional disorders. 

The authors note that “[t]here is also no stipulation in the current law that a disability that is behaviorally 

based would be excluded from qualification.”150 This exclusion of use injuries from the language of the 

ADA suggests that depending on the severity, injuries like polyps or nodules could be covered. Eadie and 

Isetti list sample accommodations in a table, including increase of text-based communication as opposed 

to the phone, the use of amplification, and flexible hours to allow for worsening symptoms.151     

This article focuses on voice disorders and injuries that impact work outside of voice 

performance; the people seeking accommodations at work are not necessarily professional voice users.  

Vocal fold injuries are often not discussed openly in music schools, and many voice students prefer not to 

know what kinds of injuries they might experience during their singing careers. However, a frank 

 
149 Tanya Eadie and Derek Isetti, “The Americans With Disabilities Act and Voice Disorders: 

Practical Guidelines for Voice Clinicians,” Journal of Voice, Vol. 30, No. 3, 2016, 295. DOI: 
10.1016/j.jvoice.2015.04.006 

150 Ibid., 296. 
151 Ibid., 297 
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discussion of types of injuries, symptoms and treatment protocols can go a long way towards removing 

some of their anxiety. In their article “Dispelling Vocal Myths, Part 3: ‘Sing OVER Your Cold!’,” 

Deirdre D. Michael and George S. Goding note that nodes are “relatively innocuous”: “Like the calluses 

on the finger tips [sic] of guitar players or the feet of barefoot walkers, vocal fold nodules are an 

appropriate response to increased and repetitive local trauma.”152 Additionally, not all vocal fold 

anomalies impact phonation; for example, although nodules always develop in the middle of the vocal 

folds where the contact is the highest, leading to difficult adduction or vocal fold closure, a polyp can 

occur in a location that does not impede phonation.153 Sharing these facts about vocal fold injuries and 

their frequency can help to make them feel less alarming to students.  

More importantly, though, it is crucial that students understand that people experiencing vocal 

fold injuries or pathologies can still study singing. Although the treatment for a vocal fold hemorrhage, a 

more acute occurrence than nodules or polyps, involves a longer period of vocal rest, only modified vocal 

rest is required for the alleviation of nodules, while polyps usually do not respond to voice therapy. Voice 

teachers can certainly continue to teach students who are diagnosed with injuries, in tandem with a voice 

therapist or singing voice specialist like Lori L. Sonnenberg, who offers “7 Ways You Can Support a 

Singer Through Vocal Injury as a Voice Teacher.”154 Sonnenberg recommends learning the symptoms 

and various presentations of the student’s injury, but also collaborating with the student to understand 

their baseline of vocal function and to incorporate vocal therapy exercises from the student’s SLP into 

voice lessons. Asking questions of students about their day-to-day function is also crucial, as 

Sonnenberg’s last slide reads, “Don’t ask too much: NEVER ask or expect your student to sing when 

 
152 George S. Goding and Deirdre D. Michael, “Dispelling Vocal Myths, Part 3: ‘Sing OVER 

Your Cold!”, Journal of Singing, Volume 68, Issue 4, March/April 2012, 491. 
153 Daniela de Araujo, Adriana de Oliveira Camargo Gomes, and Daniela de Vasconcelos,  

“Vocal Fold Polyps: Literature Review.” International Archives of Otorhinolaryngology, Vol. 23, No.1, 
2019, 116-124. DOI:10.1055/s-0038-1675391 

154 Lori L. Sonnenberg, @sonnenbergvoice, “A voice care team can involve a lot of people- a 
voice SLP, ENTs/Otolaryngologists, voice teachers, directors, accompanists, friends and family and 
more…,” Instagram, ploaded June 25th, 2024. Available: 
https://www.instagram.com/p/C8pH7qwR1Ue/?utm_source=ig_web_copy_link&igsh=MzRlODBiNWFl
ZA== 
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their voice is impaired.” As with other kinds of disabilities and chronic illnesses, students understand their 

own bodies and sensations better than we can as their teachers; we can help them learn to determine when 

their voice is in good shape and when they need to rest. Students who are prone to overusing their voices 

may learn to track their voice usage using Theresa Brancaccio’s app Singer Savvy, which helped them to 

understand vocal load, pacing, and what causes vocal fatigue and swelling.155 Additionally, if vocal fold 

injuries are treated as a disability, institutions might consider implementing accommodations similar to 

those implemented for other physical disabilities as well as neurodivergence.  

Above all, teachers can be encouraging and reassuring with injured students. As Sonnenberg 

writes, “Our fears around vocal injury won’t take us as far as acceptance, education and conversation.”156 

Conversations on social media surrounding how to work with injured singers often garner many 

comments emphatically suggesting that such a person should not be singing at all with an injury. 

However, these suggestions only serve to remove vocal fold injury from the conversation and singers with 

injuries from the profession, just as railways did with injured workers in public-facing jobs in the early 

20th century. These students may simply need more support and a different approach from their teacher. 

Including straightforward and clear information about vocal fold injuries, their causes, and their 

symptoms, without fearmongering, in vocal pedagogy curricula can prepare emerging teachers to guide 

their own students through this experience. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
155 “Singer Savvy App Detailed Tutorial,” YouTube, Uploaded by Singer Savvy App 

TUTORIAL, July 2nd, 2020. Available: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IvonQCRRXwQ&t=2s 
156 Sonnenberg, via Instagram. 
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Chapter 9: Further Resources – Annotated Bibliography and 
Sample Syllabus 

 

Annotated Bibliography 

What follows is an annotated bibliography of some resources that have recently emerged or that 

will be available in the next year. This is not an exhaustive list; I have chosen to focus largely on the last 

few years of research, since terminology and language surrounding physical disability and neurodiversity 

has changed so much and so quickly, particularly since the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic. I have not 

included writing on hormonal changes that may impact the voice, the aging voice, or transgender voice, 

but all of these intersect with disability and have been heavily researched. 

 

Disability and Voice Pedagogy – General 

 

Higgins, Carla. “International Day of People With Disabilities 2021.” Voice Study Centre.  

 December 3rd, 2021. Available: https://voicestudycentre.com/news/international- 

 day-of-people-with-disabilities-2021/ 

 

Higgins, a masters student at the Voice Study Centre in the UK and a voice teacher who uses a 

wheelchair, focuses her research on inclusive practices for the voice studio. In this blog post she notes 

that there are few options in voice pedagogy for disabled singers who want to achieve “pedagogical and 

aesthetic goals” rather than therapeutic ends. She gives an overview of some of the ableism baked into 

voice pedagogy as a discipline, specifically with regard to posture, and considers the fears and insecurities 

of music teachers when it comes to working with disabled students. 
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Meizel, Katherine and Anne Slovin, ed. “Disability and Accessibility in the Voice Studio.”  

 Open Educational Resources. Bowling Green State University, anticipated 2025. 

 

This open access edited collection addresses the lack of published writing on disability and voice 

pedagogy. Featuring a combination of researched essays, testimonials from disabled singers, and 

meditations on accessibility both onstage and in the audience, this resource is intended for use alongside 

traditional vocal pedagogy texts in the classroom. The topics under discussion range from voice pedagogy 

for the hearing and visually impaired to POTS (Postural Orthostatic Tachycardic Syndrome) and the 

voice, to learning disabilities and emotional wellbeing in the voice studio.  

• Contributors: Ty Chiko, Nicole Dechaine, Erin Erickson, David Salsbery Fry, Maria 

Georgakakarou, Jacqueline Ko, Diane Kolin, Emily Jaworski Koriath, Bryn Aratyr 

Jimenez, Katherine Meizel, Heidi Moss, Gregory Moomjy, Adam Moxness, Molly Noori, 

Anne Slovin, Marita Stryker, Danielle Wright 

 

Meizel, Katherine and Maria Georgakakarou. “Disability and Accessiblity in the Voice  

Studio.” The Oxford Handbook of Voice Pedagogy. Ed. John Nix and Leda Scearce.  

Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2025. 

 

In this chapter, Meizel approaches voice pedagogy from a disability studies framework, noting the 

ableism inherent in voice pedagogy as a discipline and the frequent exclusion of disabled performers from 

stage and studio. Using ethnographic research and interviews, she offers specific solutions that will help 

make the voice studio more inclusive, focusing on the principles of universal design and their application 

to voice teaching. Notably, Meizel also discusses solutions for helping disabled and/or neurodivergent 

students learn music and musicianship skills, as well as potential accommodations for disabled voice 
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students. The second half of the chapter features Georgakakarou’s specific research on teaching blind and 

visually-impaired students (see below.) 

 

Schneider, Christine, host. “Alie B. Gorrie: Disability Adovcacy in the Arts.” The Visceral  

 Voice Podcast. October 28th, 2024. 

 

Schneider interviews Gorrie, a professor at Samford University in Alabama, musical theater performer 

and disability advocate about her work and experiences. Gorrie, who is legally blind, discusses the 

pipeline problem from education to the professional stage, wherein disabled performers (specifically in 

musical theater) are denied training or performance opportunities because of assumptions about their 

abilities and fitness to perform given tasks. She talks about ways that theaters can make their spaces more 

inclusive for both audience members and performers, including marketing the presence of a sign language 

interpreter at certain shows or sensory-friendly performances, and deliberately making entire arts 

buildings (from office spaces to classrooms to theaters) wheelchair accessible. 

 

Specific Physical Disabilities  - Case Studies 

 

Erickson, Heidi Moss. “Minding the Gap: Voices Lost and Found.” Journal of Singing.  

 March 2023. Volume 79, Issue 4. 

 

Erickson, a noted voice pedagogue and neuroscientist, uses her own experience with the sudden onset of 

Bell’s Palsy during pregnancy as well as two other case studies to explore the neuroplasticity of the 

human brain in learning to access the voice and sing again. She does not suggest that non-vocal 

disabilities must be “overcome” in order for singing to be possible; rather, she shows that motor learning 

can be activated in new ways to allow the singer to regain vocal function. Acceptance of differences in 
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the mechanism, the pedagogical methods, and the sound of the voice, Erickson points out, are crucial to 

training singers in this way. 

 

Georgakakarou, Maria. “The Impact of Blindness on the Physical and Vocal Development  

 of Visually Impaired Singers.” Journal of Singing. Volume 80, Issue 1. 

 

In this groundbreaking article, Georgakakarou (mentored by Kenneth Bozeman) illuminates several 

challenges specific to blind and visually-impaired singers, including weakness in the neck muscles due to 

lack of visual cues, difficulty isolating the diaphragm and abdominal muscles, and excess tension in the 

lower abdominal muscles and pelvic floor. She offers case studies of individual students and the solutions 

that they found together. Georgakakarou’s perspective as a blind singer and voice teacher is particularly 

valuable for a disability-informed voice pedagogy curriculum. 

 

Hahn, Robin. “Opera and Chronic Illness: let’s chat ME/CFS, feat. Jacqueline Ko.”  

 Uploaded May 15th, 2021. Available: https://youtu.be/BUdFwLWoMkk?si=- 

 OPUrMOfHL8QRNy7 

 

In this video, Ko shares with Hahn her experience being diagnosed with myoencaphalitis and chronic 

fatigue syndrome at age six, and how this has shaped her career as an opera singer. They discuss the 

experience of “coming out” as disabled in opera, how disability functions both as physical reality and as 

identity, being “disabled enough,” and the evolution of their disability-affirming opera company, Opera 

Mariposa.  
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Schneider, Christine, host. “Supporting Voices: Marita Stryker on POTS in the Voice  

 Studio.” The Visceral Voice Podcast. June 24th, 2024. 

 

This interview coincides with Stryker’s dissertation as well as presentations at the 2024 NATS 

Conference in Knoxville, the Pan-American Vocology Assocation (PAVA) conference in Houston, and 

the upcoming International Conference of Voice Teachers in Toronto in 2025. Schneider’s conversation 

with Stryker explores the wide variety of presentations of POTS and how to support students with this 

diagnosis, as well as suggesting that this approach to teaching students with chronic illness should apply 

to all students, regardless of ability status. 

 

Schneider, Christine, host. “Eloise Strager CST-D: The Rare and Most Common Types of  

 EDS, Focusing on the Most Common - Hypermobility.” The Visceral Voice Podcast.  

 February 26th, 2024. 

 

Schneider’s conversation with Strager covers the fourteen types of Ehlers-Danlos Syndrome, zooming in 

on hypermobility. They discuss some common (though not universal) symptoms, comorbidities, and 

challenges that people with EDS may experience. Notably, as Schneider guides the conversation towards 

vocal issues and singing with EDS, Strager points out that people with EDS experience excess laxity in 

their connective tissue, which suggests that the typical approach of voice teachers to help students release 

tension may not be applicable here. Strager also suggests specialists in the United States, and emphasizes 

the importance of asking students with EDS many questions about their own bodies and experiences, as 

well as working with a care team whenever possible. 
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Stryker, Marita. Recognizing the Invisible: Singing with Postural Orthostatic Tachycardic  

 Syndrome. Diss. Shenandoah Conservatory, 2024. 

 

Stryker’s dissertation – and forthcoming article on the same topic – uses the results of an “exploratory, 

mixed-methods study”157 to help raise awareness of POTS, a chronic illness in which the heart rate is 

highly variable and difficult to regulate, leading to a wide variety of symptoms. POTS is also frequently 

connected to hypermobility and Ehlers-Danlos Syndrome, among other comorbidities. Stryker interviews 

students with POTS about their experiences and what they wish voice teachers and music professionals 

knew; she suggests methods for voice teachers and questions to ask, while acknowledging that further 

research on a larger scale is needed. 

 

Wooten, Afton. “Q&A: Molly Noori Discusses Her Non-Profit ‘The Chronicled Voice’ &  

 Experiences With Chronic Illness.” OperaWire. September 10th, 2024. Available: 

https://operawire.com/q-a-molly-noori-discusses-her-non-profit-the-chronicled-voice-

experiences-with-chronic-illnesses/ 

 

In this interview, Noori explains her fibromyalgia and other chronic illnesses and their impact on her 

voice. Her experiences as an openly disabled performer led to her creation of The Chronicled Voice, a 

platform where disabled singers could connect and talk about the challenges and roadblocks they have 

encountered without fear of repercussion. Noori also offers suggestions for opera companies to become 

more hospitable to singers with chronic illnesses and other disabilities. 

 

 

 

 
157 Marita Stryker, Recognizing the Invisible: Singing with Postural Orthostatic Tachycardic 

Syndrome. Diss. Shenandoah Conservatory, 2024. 
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Neurodiversity 

 

Coates, Shannon. “The Independent Teacher: Neurodiversity in the Voice Studio, Clinic,  

 and Performance Space: Using a Neurodiversity Affirming Lens to Build More  

 Inclusive Spaces for Singers. Part 1, Current Understanding of Neurodiversity.”  

 Journal of Singing. November 2022. Volume 79, Issue 2. 

 

This is part one in what will eventually be a two-part series, and also important background information 

for Coates’ other work on neurodiversity in voice pedagogy. Here, Coates discusses developing language 

for neurodiversity and begins to explore how voice teachers should approach and work with their 

neurodivergent voice students. 

 

Gold, Raelee. “Addressing Executive Dysfunction in the Voice Studio.” Diss. Indiana  

 University, expected 2025. 

 

Gold’s in-progress dissertation uses Brown’s model of executive functions to suggest approaches for 

teaching voice to students with ADHD, specifically.  

 

Moxness, Adam John. Universal Design for Voice Teaching: Including Singers With Autistic  

 Ways of Being in the Studio Through Neurodiversity-Affirming Vocal Pedagogy. 

 Masters’ Thesis. Boston Conservatory, 2023. 

 

Moxness’ concept of Universal Design for Voice Teaching focuses on supporting neurodivergent students 

in the voice studio, but should be expanded to include all students with their diverse needs, desires and 

backgrounds. He notes that the current model of voice pedagogy and linear learning is often inaccessible 

for singers with learning disabilities. Using pre-existing principles of UDL, Moxness proposes a pie chart 
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in which each wedge corresponds to one element of the learning process, including “recruiting interest,” 

“self-regulation,” “perception” and “executive function,” among others. In Moxness’ model, each wedge 

corresponds to a learning cue for students, and the wedges may change in size and importance depending 

on the student and their development. UDVT not only helps teachers better understand their 

neurodivergent students, but also makes voice training more accessible and transparent for all.  

 

Industry and Disability  

 

Hahn, Robin. “Is Opera Accessible for Disabled Singers? Feat. Jacqueline Ko.” Uploaded  

 October 25th 2023. Available:  

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yZ0nmAATCqE&t=995s 

 

Hahn and Ko team up once again to discuss the vagaries of navigating a career in opera as openly 

disabled singers. They share their experiences with the pressure to seem healthy and able-bodied, letting 

go of and grieving artistic milestones and the traditional path they thought they would take, and the 

empathy of their fellow singers. With regard to the question in the title of the video, they conclude that 

currently, an opera career as we currently understand it, particularly with its intense schedule, travel 

requirements, and assumption of able-bodiedness, is largely out of reach for disabled singers who want to 

live their truths. 158 

 

 

 

 

 
158 Although I have only included two Robin Hahn videos in this bibliography, they are not the 

only ones that are relevant to the topic of disability and voice pedagogy or the opera industry. Her 
YouTube channel is available here: https://www.youtube.com/@robinhahnsoprano 
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Moomjy, Gregory and Marianna Mott Neuwirth. “Disability Creativity in Opera.”  

 HowlRound Theatre Commons. February 21st, 2023. Available:  

 https://howlround.com/disability-creativity-opera 

 

Neuwirth and Moomjy, the co-founders of Opera Praktikos, a “disability-affirmative” opera company in 

New York City, discuss the ways in which making opera accessible to the disability community makes 

opera accessible to people beyond the disability community who had perhaps not considered opera 

before. They explore the ideas of disability artistry and disability creativity, suggesting that far from 

limiting artistic possibilities, disability actually opens doors to new creative perspectives and approaches. 

Neuwirth and Moomjy use disability creativity as the guiding principle of their opera company, from how 

they interface with artists to where and how they perform to maximize accessibility. 

 

Vest, Jason. “No More Mask: David Salsbery Fry.” Classical Singer. October 2015.  

 Available: http://www.davidsalsberyfry.com/DSFryClassicalSinger.pdf 

 

In this article, Vest interviews Fry, an operatic bass with hemophilia, about his experiences navigating 

chronic illness as an opera singer. Prior to this interview, Fry had concealed his disability for twenty 

years, due to negative experiences with disclosure during his undergraduate studies. He discusses the 

ways in which he was discouraged from pursuing careers in both medicine and music, which led to his 

hiding his hemophilia through his graduate studies and for much of his opera career. Today, Fry maintains 

that he is singing better than ever because he is no longer hiding, but he has struggled to regain his 

professional momentum—due in large part, he believes, to his visibility as a disabled singer and advocate.  
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Sample Syllabus 

 The National Association of Teachers of Singing has already created guidelines for science-

based voice pedagogy curricula,159 including a day-by-day breakdown of a 3-credit course with 

recommended readings for each topic area. In addition, many pedagogues who are already teaching 

these courses have landed on an organizational principle that works well for them. However, as the 

body of literature on voice and disability continues to grow, those chapters, articles, studies and 

books can be added to a curriculum for use alongside a mainstream textbook like Scott McCoy’s 

Your Voice: An Inside View or Kari Ragan’s A Systematic Approach to Voice. The following sample 

syllabus suggests ways to incorporate disability-informed materials into a pre-existing syllabus. 

 

Introduction and Instructor Information 

 

Welcome to Vocal Pedagogy!  

 

My name is Anne Slovin, and I am a Professor of Music in the voice department. You can reach me by e-

mail at [e-mail address]. In case of emergency, feel free to text me at [phone number].  

 

During the week you can find me in [office number]. Office hours are currently TBD or by 

appointment.160  

 

 

 

 
159 NATS Science-Informed Pedagogy Resources, https://www.nats.org/cgi/page.cgi/Science-

Informed_Voice_Pedagogy_Resources.html 
160 My approach to the beginning of my syllabus is inspired by Catherine J. Denial’s A Pedagogy 

of Kindness, in which she suggests softening the language of the syllabus to welcome students into the 
course. 
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Course Description 

This course is designed to help you gain the studio experience that you will need to teach voice lessons in 

the future—or to improve your teaching technique for your current students! Where most voice pedagogy 

courses focus on vocal anatomy and physiology, this course will prioritize learning how to apply that 

knowledge in the voice studio. We will build on the idea of the radical diversity of human bodies, rather 

than an ideal textbook anatomy of singing, in order to help aspiring voice teachers develop a toolbox of 

exercises and techniques, and the flexibility, curiosity and creativity to guide any voice student to their 

goals.  

 

Our topics will include, but not be limited to: 

• Conceptualizing and mapping the vocal mechanism 

• Understanding and designing vocalises – what exactly is being exercised and how can we 

tailor them to a student’s needs? 

• Evaluating and choosing repertoire to address technical challenges 

• Considering the ways that human bodies can differ from each other and change over time 

with regard to voice training – including but not limited to disability, puberty, aging, and 

transgender voice 

• Differentiating techniques for different genres, with a particular focus on Western 

classical singing and musical theater/commercial music 

• Potential other topics TBD, depending on your interests as a class 

 

Textbook: This course will use Kari Ragan’s A Systematic Approach to the Voice Studio, which I 

encourage you to purchase if you would like to teach voice in the future. However, it is also available as 

an e-book through the Notre Dame library. 
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Assignments 

 

Teaching: The only way to truly learn to teach voice lessons is to teach voice lessons! This semester, 

each of you will be assigned a volunteer student, to whom you will teach three 30-minute lessons using 

what you have learned in the first half of the course. Materials related to this experience will comprise 

both your midterm and your final project for this course.  

 

In-Class Presentations: Dr. Ragan’s book provides a number of excellent exercises and vocalises for use 

in the studio. In the first half of the semester, you will sign up to briefly teach one of these exercises to 

the class, including an explanation of what it is intended to accomplish. Each of you will also sign up to 

play the role of the student to your classmates at least once. 

 

Supplemental Readings and Discussion Board: There will not be a lot of writing or research involved 

in this class. However, our textbook does not cover everything I would like you to explore. There will be 

two discussion board assignments this semester, one in each half of the class, in which you will choose a 

supplemental reading and share your thoughts on Canvas. I will provide a collection of readings on 

different topics so that you can tailor these assignments to your interests. 

 

Grade Breakdown 

Final Teaching Portfolio: 35% 

Attendance: 30% 

Midterm (Lesson #1 and Video Submission): 20% 

Other Assignments (discussion boards, voice tracking assignment, and presentations): 15%  
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Attendance Policy 

Misa On Wheels: “Having awards for perfect attendance is an ableist practice. Unreliable health is 

not equivalent to being an unreliable person.” – Facebook/Twitter, August 30th, 2024161 

• Each class period will be assigned 10 points. You can earn these points simply by being 

in class! 

• You may choose to be absent from class. The only consequence will be the loss of 10 

points, and I do not need you to prove your reason for being absent. 

• Technology permitting, this class will be recorded using lecture capture or Zoom. You can earn 

back attendance points by watching the class video. 

• However, in order to earn back full points, you must also respond to a prompt suggested by the 

class material, which I will provide. If you do not turn this in before the next class period, you 

may still earn 5/10 attendance points. It is easier, less time-consuming, and more productive 

for your grade to come to class. 

• There is no planning for illness, and if you are sick, I expect you to take care of yourself 

and your community by staying home. 

• Please also let me know if you find yourself needing to miss several classes for any 

reason so that we can meet to get you caught up on the material. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
161 Misa on Wheels, “Having awards for perfect attendance…” Posted August 30th, 2024, 11:32 

AM, Twitter and Facebook, available: 
https://www.facebook.com/photo?fbid=1064534158377484&set=a.196407118523530 
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Course Agenda 

 

Date Topic/Material 

Week 1 

 

Ragan, Chapter 1 

 

Meizel, Katherine and Maria Georgakakarou. 

“Disability and Accessiblity in the Voice Studio.” 

 

Introductions and Syllabus Overview 

• Why do people take voice lessons? 
• Who are your first students likely to be? 
• Disability-informed voice pedagogy – 
how can we approach voice teaching in 
a way that is inclusive for all bodies? 

• Body Autonomy and Student Agency 
 

 

 

Week 2 

 

Readings: 

Molly Gebrian, Learn Faster, Perform Better: A 

Musician’s Guide to the Neuroscience of 

Practicing 

Lynn Helding, The Musician’s Mind 

 

How We Learn 

• Motor learning – myelination 
• Practice 
• Goal-Setting and Scaffolding 

 

Week 3 

 

Ragan, Chapter 2 

 

Case Study #1: student has a rare disorder that 

causes pressure and pain in the abdomen 

Respiration: The Nuts and Bolts 

• Building and Sustaining a Breath – 
abdominal muscles, diaphragm, 
intercostals  

• Different Breaths for Different Tasks… 
(appoggio, diaphragmatic/”belly,” 
thoracic, clavicular) 

• …and for different people (focus on 
children and older adults) 
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Case Study #2: student has cerebral palsy and 

struggles to release tension for breathing 

 

Breath Exercises 

 

 

Week 4 

 

Ragan, Chapter 3 

 

Case Study #1: student experiences neurological 

symptoms that cause phonation to “skip” 

periodically; how do you discuss this challenge? 

 

Case Study #2: student’s phonation is pressed but 

their limb differences prevent them from using 

tools that usually work to achieve flow phonation 

 

The Basics of Phonation 

• Self-Sustaining Vocal Fold Vibratory 
Cycle 

• The “Breathy to Pressed” Spectrum 
• Recognizing Breathy, Pressed and Flow 
Phonation 

• “Who decides?” – student autonomy in 
decisions about phonatory modes 

 

Phonation Exercises 

Week 5 

 

Ragan, Chapter 4 

 

Case Study: student is going through puberty and 

struggling to switch between registers 

• What kind of exercises would you 
use? 

• How would you speak to this student 
about their development? 

 

Registration – “The Snake Pit of Vocal 

Pedagogy” (see Journal of Singing) 

• What are vocal registers? Physical 
qualities and sound perception 

• What is a passaggio and how do 
different students navigate it? 

 

Registration Exercises 
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Week 6 

 

Ragan, Chapter 5 

 

Materials for Discussion Board: 

• Maria Georgakakarou, “The Impact 
of Blindness on the Physical and 
Vocal Development of Visually 
Impaired Singers” 

• Visceral Voice Podcast, “Supporting 
Voices: Marita Stryker on POTS in 
the Voice Studio.”  

• NATS Chat: “Teaching Covid-
Impacted Singers” 

Articulation  

• Parts of the Vocal Tract: lips, tongue, 
jaw, soft palate 

• Consonant Locations 
 

Articulation Exercises 

 

Discussion Board #1 Due 

 

Week 7 

 

Ragan, Chapter 6 

Kenneth Bozeman, Practical Vocal Acoustics 

(excerpt) 

 

Case Study: Your student has hearing loss in one 

ear. Consider Erin Erickson’s writing on teaching 

students who are deaf and hard of hearing. How 

might you guide this student to awareness of 

resonance? 

Resonance 1  

• Brief Introduction to Formants 
• Formant/Harmonic Interactions (F1/H1, 
F1/H2, tracking vs. avoiding) 

• Vowel Modification 
 

Resonance Exercises 

 

Week 8 

 

Reading 

 

Western Classical vs. CCM Vocal Pedagogy 

 

• The big question: does classical training 
prepare singers to perform in any genre? 

• What are the physiological differences 
between classical and CCM/musical 
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Mary Saunders Barton and Norman Spivey, 

Cross-Training for the Voice Studio 

theater singing and how can we guide 
students to perceive them? 

• Visual examples: Thomas Quasthoff, 
Kristin Chenoweth, John Holiday, Kim 
Criswell, etc. 

 

Midterm Due 

Video of Lesson #1 with your student 

Short evaluation of your experience (please see 

Canvas) 

 

Week 9 FALL BREAK 

 

 

Week 10 

 

Reading 

 

Barbara Doscher and John Nix, From Studio to 

Stage, Introduction 

 

 

Choosing Repertoire for Students 

• What is repertoire for? 
• Repertoire selection to address 
pedagogical goals 

• Repertoire as expression of identity 
• Student agency in genre and repertoire 
choice 

 

In-Class Repertoire Selection Activity 

 

Week 11 

 

Voice Tracking Assignment 

 

Using the SingerSavvy App, track your voice use 

for a week. Submit your findings using the 

Vocal Habilitation – Vocal Care and Injuries 

• What is vocal fold edema? 
• How can we care for the voice on a day-
to-day basis? 

• What are some common use injuries? 
• What do treatment protocols look like? 
• Brainstorming accommodations for 
vocal fold injuries 

• Vocal fold injuries as disability 
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provided template and write or record a short 

evaluation of the process. What did you learn 

about your own voice use? How might you 

change your habits—or not? 

Week 12 

 

Reading 

William Sauerland, Queering Vocal Pedagogy 

Liz Jackson Hearns, One Neat Trick, The Singing 

Teacher’s Guide to Transgender Voices 

 

 

Materials for Discussion Board #2: 

• Reading: The Evolving Singing Voice, 
Karen Brunssen (excerpt on aging) 

• Video: Jenevora Williams, “Teaching 
Singing to Children and Young 
Adults” 

• Video: “NATS Chat: Singing Through 
Change: Serving Women Through 
Midlife, Menopause and Beyond” 

• Podcast: “Affirming Voice Training 
for Gender Non-Conforming Singers: 
with Dr. Felix Graham and 
Christopher Cayari,” The Visceral 
Voice Podcast 

 

Hormones and the Voice 

• Puberty 
• Transgender Voice 
• Menopause/Aging 

 

Discussion Board #2 Due 

 

Week 13 

 

Adam Moxness, Universal Design for Voice 

Teaching: Including Singers With Autistic Ways 

Universal Design for the Voice Studio 

• Student Cues 
• Pieces of the Pie 
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of Being in the Studio Through Neurodiversity-

Affirming Vocal Pedagogy. 

 

Week 14 THANKSGIVING 

 

 

Week 15 

 

Reading 

Ian Howell, “Technology-Enabled Music 

Lessons: Best Practices” 

Online Teaching for Accessibility 

• Platforms 
• Technology 
• Best Practices 

 

Week 16 Wrap-Up 

 

Evaluations of the last two lessons with your 

volunteer students due 
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Chapter 10: Final Thoughts 

In an article for the New York Times, Rosemarie Garland-Thomson noted, “The fact is, most of us 

will move in and out of disability in our lifetimes, whether we do so through illness, an injury or merely 

the process of aging.”162 This has never been more true than in the era of Covid-19; the effects of “Long 

Covid” are still relatively unknown, but are likely to produce a large population of people navigating 

disability for the first time.163 Disability-informed voice pedagogy is therefore a reflection of the current 

moment, and a necessary step forward in making singing as accessible to as many people as possible. 

However, this is not a call to remove representation of able-bodied performers or to stop teaching 

“default” human anatomy for singing – only to no longer place that default body on a pedestal, or even to 

assume that most people’s bodies function normatively.  

Proposing a disability-informed pedagogy may elicit the question of whether able-bodied students 

will feel themselves less represented or excluded by its focus.  There is strong evidence that disabled and 

able-bodied students alike would benefit from a pedagogy course that prioritizes body and ability 

diversity; to paraphrase Purkey, Patel and Phillips,164 disability-informed pedagogy is not disability-

specific pedagogy. Jill Rogers stresses this mutual benefit in her discussion of trigger warnings in trauma-

informed teaching: “Trigger warnings thus enact and model vulnerability and empathy, rendering them 

beneficial not only for traumatized students, but also for non-traumatized students who are asked to 

acknowledge the existence of trauma, and given examples of how to approach fellow humans with care 

 
162 Rosemarie Garland-Thompson, “Becoming Disabled,” The New York Times, August 19th, 

2016, available: https://www.nytimes.com/2016/08/21/opinion/sunday/becoming- 
disabled.html 

163 “Guidance on ‘Long Covid’ as a Disability Under the ADA, Section 504, and Section 1557,” 
U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Office for Civil Rights, July 26th, 2021, available: 
https://www.hhs.gov/civil-rights/for-providers/civil-rights-covid19/guidance-long-covid-
disability/index.html 

164 Rupa Patel, Eva Purkey, and Susan P. Phillips, “Trauma-Informed Care: Better Care for 
Everyone,” Canadian Family Physician, vol. 64, 3, 2018, 170-172. 
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and compassion.”165 In trauma-informed teaching, trigger warnings allow traumatized students the agency 

to take care of themselves, but including them also opens the eyes of students who have not experienced 

trauma to its potential impact. In addition, as Katherine Meizel puts it, “Short-statured people are disabled 

by a society where all houses and public spaces are built with average-height and tall people in mind”166 – 

that is, all people can be functionally disabled by structures and spaces that are not made for them. In a 

disability-informed pedagogy, while disabled students would feel themselves included and represented, 

able-bodied students would become more aware of bodies that do not function like their own – and of the 

ways in which their own bodies may be different from the textbook too. 

How can voice teachers effectively teach every student if they do not know exactly how their 

bodies work? Although voice teachers are often likened to doctors in diagnostic ability, we can actually 

never know the inner workings of another person’s body based on the sound of their voice.167 Disclosure 

should not be a necessity for any element of teaching if the space and culture of the studio have been 

established as a place where students have the agency to take care of themselves as needed. A safe or a 

“brave” space168 should also build the trust needed for a student to share information with the teacher, and 

to collaborate on the development of their vocal technique. As voice teacher and disability advocate 

Elektra Voyante puts it, “you don’t need to learn everything about every body; you just need to learn from 

every body”169—or, to quote Rodgers and Hammerstein’s The King and I, “if you become a teacher, / by 

your pupils you’ll be taught.”170 Voice pedagogue Shannon Coates advocates for accommodations to 

become studio culture, rather than remaining individualized: “Any time someone asks for a change to the 

studio or the teaching, OR any time you offer one, rather than thinking of these changes as a ‘one-time’ 

 
165 Jill Rogers, “On the Social and Emotional Significance of Teaching Music History Through 

the Lens of Trauma,” Presentation at American Musicology Society, Rochester, NY,  
2017, 5. 

166 Meizel, 2. 
167 Asare, 61. 
168 Rogers, 5. 
169 Elektra Voyante, “Practicing Disability Justice in the Voice Studio,” with Samar Jade, 

accessed via Zoom, , March 29th, 2024. 
170 Oscar Hammerstein II, The King and I: A Musical Play, New York: Williamson  

Music Co., 1951. 
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change for a ‘special circumstance,’ make it a point to normalize that change.”171 She suggests letting the 

whole studio know that, for example, they are welcome to sit down in a lesson, or that music and text can 

be printed in a larger font—for anyone, for any reason. 

 Above all, a disability-informed voice pedagogy is, to quote Catherine J. Denial, “a pedagogy of 

kindness,” not only because of its inclusivity of students in all bodies, but also because it prepares 

emerging teachers, both disabled and able-bodied, for the reality of teaching voice lessons. In her chapter 

entitled “Kindness Toward the Self,” Denial writes, “So many instructors have terrible dreams about 

teaching, about being unprepared, unable to manage a classroom environment or ignored by our 

students…Our responsibility toward one another is to make sure these experiences are not the stuff of 

reality and to mutually assure each other’s success.”172 Teaching others to sing requires empathy, 

adaptability, and creativity—or “throwing spaghetti at the wall,” as Vicki Singer puts it.173 Infusing ideas 

from disability studies, representation of disabled bodies, and discussions about the diversity of the 

human race into our curricula will equip aspiring teachers with the flexibility and expansiveness of mind 

and spirit needed to teach voice to any and all singing bodies. 

As William Cheng writes, “Love music and love people. If ever in doubt—or if forced to 

choose—choose people.”174 21st-century voice pedagogues and teachers have the power to choose the 

wellbeing of their students, both able-bodied and disabled, over historical pedagogical ideas and long-

standing assumptions about who is allowed to sing and on what stage. 

 

 

  

 
171 Shannon Coates, “3 Things You Can Do to Make Your Studio & Teaching More Inclusive,” 

Dr Shannon Coates – Voice & The Art of Teaching, Substack, July 11th, 2024. 
172 Catherine J. Denial, A Pedagogy of Kindness, Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2024, 

21. 
173 Vicki Singer, “Addressing Ableism.” 
174 William Cheng, Loving Music Till It Hurts (New York: Oxford University Press, 2020), 5. 
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Appendix: Interview Subjects and Questions 

 

Interview Subjects 

Subject #1, “Alyssa” – former pedagogy student and voice major, currently working in arts administration 

Subject #2, “Isabelle” – former pedagogy student and voice major, recently completed a masters in voice 

performance 

Subject #3, “Laura” – professional opera singer, chorister, and voice teacher 

Subject #4, David Salsbery Fry – operatic bass and disability advocate 

Subject #5, Molly Noori – operatic mezzo-soprano, photographer, writer, and disability advocate at The 

Chronicled Voice 

 

Interview Questions 

For all participants: 

 

What is the highest level of music education you have completed?  

 

What was your major (e.g. did you study voice performance, music education, etc.)? 

 

How do you feel your disability impacted your experience of college-level voice study? 

 

How did your applied voice professor engage with you with regard to your disability? Or not? 

 

How did they adapt their teaching to the needs of your individual body? 
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For former voice pedagogy students: 

 

In our class we watched videos of Ali Stroker and Thomas Quasthoff, and engaged in discussions about 

teaching voice to disabled students. How did seeing those videos and participating in that discussion 

make you feel? 

 

Were there parts of the class in which you felt disability could have been addressed but it was not?  

 

In what ways have professors addressed disability in other parts of your music coursework? 

 

 

For other participants: 

 

How did your undergraduate voice pedagogy course address disability, if it did? 

 

In what ways did professors address disability in other parts of your music coursework? 

 

How did you feel about the representation of disability or lack thereof in your undergraduate coursework? 

 

For participants who are voice teachers: 

 

How does your personal experience of disability inform your teaching, if you feel that it does?  

 

To what extent do you feel that your voice pedagogy coursework prepared you to teach students with 

disabilities?  
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How do you think voice pedagogy instructors could better include disability in their curricula? 

 

 

For participants who are professional singers: 

 

How does your disability influence the choices you make about your singing career? (e.g. which 

opportunities to apply for, accessibility questions, etc.) 

 

To what extent do you feel that your disability has changed or impacted your career trajectory? 

 

What repercussions, if any, have you experienced or perceived for disclosing your disability?  
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