
  

INCLUSION OF STUDENTS WITH AUTISM SPECTRUM DISORDER IN  

 

THE MUSIC CLASSROOM: MUSIC TEACHERS’ EXPERIENCES,  

 

ATTITUDES, AND PERCEPTIONS 

   

 

 

A THESIS 

SUBMITTED IN PARTIAL FULFILLMENT OF THE REQUIREMENTS 

FOR THE DEGREE OF MASTER OF ARTS  

IN THE GRADUATE SCHOOL OF THE  

TEXAS WOMAN’S UNIVERSITY 

 

DEPARTMENT OF MUSIC AND DRAMA 

COLLEGE OF ARTS AND SCIENCES 

 

BY 

CHRISTIANE GILBERT, B.M. 

 

DENTON, TEXAS 

DECEMBER 2013 

 



iii 
 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

 I would like to, first and foremost, thank Dr. Vicki Baker for her never-

ending patience, guidance, nurturing, and support throughout my journey as a 

graduate student. I am a better teacher and researcher because of her. I would also 

like to thank my remarkable husband who had to rearrange his calendar on many 

occasions to accommodate my schedule and performances, and for his constant 

reassurance that I was meant to take this academic expedition. Your support 

meant more to me than you will ever know. I also want to thank Addison, 

Delaney, and Everett; the best children a mom could ask for.  Thank you for 

making sure my grades were up to par, and for being my amazing “cheerleaders” 

throughout this experience. I hope I have set an example for you! For my mom, 

dad, and sister; your constant encouragement has been vital to my success. 

Without you, this would have never happened. Thank you for loving me like you 

do! And lastly, to Justin Good, Kelley Poché Rodriguez, and Danielle Whiteside 

for making my graduate studies full of learning, collaborating, sharing, and most 

of all, so much fun. I wish all three of you many blessings in your lives beyond 

the hallowed halls of TWU’s Music Division!   

 

 



iv 
 

ABSTRACT 

CHRISTIANE GILBERT 

INCLUSION OF STUDENTS WITH AUTISM SPECTRUM DISORDER IN 

THE MUSIC CLASSROOM: MUSIC TEACHERS’ EXPERIENCES, 

ATTITUDES, AND PERCEPTIONS 

NOVEMBER 2013 

The purpose of this study was to investigate music teachers’ experiences, 

attitudes, and training related to inclusion of students with Autism Spectrum 

Disorder. Participants included elementary music generalists and secondary 

choral directors (N=458) from across the state of Texas. Findings indicated that 

most teachers received their special needs training from campus staff 

development and Texas Music Educators Association workshops, and only 12% 

of respondents received training in their undergraduate courses. The majority of 

participants cited outbursts and keeping students with ASD on task as their 

greatest challenges. Suggestions for successful inclusion included use of visual 

aids, instruments, technology and kinesthetic activities, being familiar with 

individual student’s preferences and behavioral profiles, and keeping noise levels 

at a minimum. 
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CHAPTER I 

 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Introduction 

Because children with autism regularly attend music classes in public schools, 

teachers are tasked with creating an environment that is conducive to all learners. 

Specialized training and skills are critical to the successful inclusion of children with 

ASD.   Due to the symptomatic behavioral and social issues associated with autism, 

music teachers need to have the ability to assess the student and respond appropriately. 

However, music teacher preparation programs generally do not include coursework that 

provides the knowledge and tools required to address special needs in the music 

classroom.  As a result, teachers are faced with challenges for which they are ill-prepared, 

potentially leading to feelings of inadequacy, helplessness, and frustration.  Furthermore, 

the student with ASD is not receiving the quality of instruction he/she deserves. 

Autism Spectrum Defined 

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) was first identified in 1943 by Leo Kanner, 

who noted characteristics of the disorder included:  

Extreme lack of responsiveness to other people, impairment in verbal and 

nonverbal communication, insistence on maintaining sameness in the 

environment, excessive attachment to small objects, certain isolated areas of 

ability such as excellent rote memory or spatial perception, avoidance of eye 
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contact, and a normal physical appearance. (Horrucks, Roberts, & White, 2008, p. 

15)  

Currently, it is estimated that 1 in 150 children in the United States has been 

diagnosed with ASD (Chitiyo, Choi, & Park, 2010). Children with ASD suffer 

impairments in communication and social skills that make it problematic for them to 

express their feelings through language and reception (Clements-Cortes, 2012). Children 

receive diagnoses of ASD when their development is not clearly identifiable; rather, it is 

“scattered” (Barnett, 2013, p. 28). The autism spectrum is wide, complex, and 

indiscriminate, and “no two individuals manifest the same characteristics in the same 

degrees of severity” (Grandin, 2011, p. xxiii).  

The United States Department of Education defines ASD as: 

A developmental disability significantly affecting verbal and nonverbal 

communication and social interaction, generally evident before age three, that 

adversely affects a child’s educational performance. Other characteristics often 

associated with autism are engagement in repetitive activities and stereotyped 

movements, resistance to environmental change or change in daily routines, and 

unusual responses to sensory experiences. (Federal Register, 2006, p. 46756) 

The genetics of autism are multifaceted and many deviations regarding the regulation of 

brain development via the genetic code are associated with the disorder (Grandin, 2013). 

Variations of ASD include Asperger’s Disorder, Pervasive Developmental Disorder Not 

Otherwise Specified, and Autistic Disorder (Breslin, Getchell, & Pope, 2012). Autism is 
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a diverse, life-long, neurobiological disorder and defined characteristics and symptomatic 

level analyses vary greatly from person to person (Demuth, Guzic, Roberts, & Tonkin, 

2011). Cognitive skills are also frequently impaired, leading to problems with 

understanding, remembering, and employing verbal communication (Fettig, Meadan, 

Michna, Ostrosky, & Triplett, 2011).  Further indications of autism include diminished 

motor function resulting in clumsiness, difficulties with coordination, balance, and 

posture, and atypical presentation of bodily gestures (MacNeil & Mostofsky, 2012).   

Autistic personalities often display severe impairments, including self-injurious 

behavior, slow brain function, deficient social skills, and the inability to formulate an 

appropriate perspective (Grandin, 2011). Additional autistic characteristics include 

restlessness, impatience, anxiety, sensory over-responsivity, sudden vocal or bodily 

outbursts, irritability, distraction, hitting/punching, slow reactions, and severe mood 

swings (Baglio, Hamilton, Matson, Packlowskyj, & Smiroldo, 1996; Ben-Sasson & 

Green, 2010). Notably, ASD is manifested through lack of eye contact, repetitive 

behaviors and actions, a compulsive desire for order, and a hypersensitivity to sound 

(Grandin, 2011; Hagedorn, 2004; LoVullo & Matson, 2009).   

Regardless of where they fall on the spectrum, autistic individuals are 

characterized as having personalities that are “shut off” from others, due to lack of 

communicative and social skills (Graham, 2001). Manifestations of communicative 

disorders include significant deficit in social exchanges, learning, and behavior 

(Horrucks, Roberts, & White, 2008). At one end of the autism spectrum are the lower- 



4 
 

functioning individuals who are nonverbal, and at the opposite end are highly intelligent 

individuals, who are able to communicate at a functional level (Grandin, 2011).  

Autism Spectrum Disorder and the Music Classroom 

Researchers maintain that the music classroom can serve as a means to 

accommodate communication (Aldridge, Kern, & Wolery, 2006; Heaton & Molnar-

Szakacs, 2012; Keen & Simpson, 2011; McCord, 2009).  The music class provides an 

opportunity to intervene on a different educational plane, oftentimes creating a pivotal 

means of communication and relationship-building for a child with autism (Darrow, 

2009; Keen & Simpson, 2001). Shore (2003) posited that, “For some children, music is 

the means of communication and developing a relationship. For others, less severely 

affected, music can be the medium for enhancing verbal communication” (p. 104).  

Further, students with special needs, including children with autism, are capable of 

learning musical skills and concepts and find great fulfillment in musical instruction 

(Gerrity, Horton, & Hourigan, 2013). 

The use of music to facilitate successful inclusion of children with autism in the 

regular classroom has been documented in several studies (Hart & Whalon, 2011; 

Chamberlain, Kasari, Lock, & Rotheram-Fuller, 2010).  Active classroom engagement is 

critical to promote effective learning experiences for students with ASD (Basham, 

Carnahan, & Musit- Rao, 2009). Whereas some children with ASD can communicate 

with ease, others may require an alternative method to express thoughts or feelings. 
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Songs are often utilized as tools to support socialization between children with autism 

and normal learners (Aldridge, Kern, & Wolery, 2006). 

Due to a lack of a standardized system, suitable placement of children with ASD 

is oftentimes subject to controversy (Salvador, 2013).  Students with autism have very 

unique and multifaceted learning styles (Armstrong & Darrow, 1999), making it crucial 

to the success of the affected students to receive individual assessment to identify their 

specific needs (Bernstorf & Welsbacher, 1996). Many music educators do not feel 

qualified to evaluate pupils with ASD, and therefore have expressed the desire for 

additional training to ensure successful inclusion in their classroom (VanWeelden & 

Whipple, 2012). 

Teacher academic preparation is a critical component of the effective inclusion of 

students with special needs in music programs (VanWeelden and Whipple, 2012). Many 

interventions for children with ASD are complex and require specialized training (Baker 

et al, 2011). Music educators report having received little to no ASD training (Pontiff, 

2004). Oftentimes, when presented with the challenge of teaching children with autism, 

music teachers are unsure of how to react to their behavior (Hourigan & Hourigan, 2009). 

Limited information is available to music specialists who serve students who have 

difficulty with expressive language and react negatively during exchanges with others 

(Darrow, 2009).   
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Working with Students with Autism Spectrum Disorder 

Many scholars believe placing children with autism in classrooms with normal 

learners and teaching them identically is a mistake (Grandin, 2013). The key component 

of successful inclusion of students with special needs is teacher awareness and academic 

preparation (Asmus & Gilbert, 1981; VanWeelden & Whipple, 2012). Intervention for 

children with autism necessitates specialized training, which, in turn, leads to greater 

confidence in addressing their needs (Baker et al, 2011; Buell, Hallam, Gamel-

Mccormick, & Scheer, 1999). 

ASD Training for Music Educators 

A rising number of music educators are being asked to teach students with 

moderate disabilities (Hammel & Hourigan, 2011).  Music teachers frequently express a 

deficiency in knowledge and skills in working with children with special learning needs 

(Gerrity & Hammel, 2012). Many have expressed the desire for training in evaluating and 

assessing students with special needs including learning how to implement appropriate 

teaching strategies through both pre-service and in-service exercises (Asmus & Gilbert, 

1981). While teacher preparation programs emphasize teaching and management 

strategies, music specialists find they have not been given the skills that are applicable to 

teaching students with ASD (Nordlund, 2006).  Therefore, teachers regularly request staff 

development focused on autistic learners (Baydik, Demir, & Ergul, 2013).  

In response to the growing demand for training in working with students with 

ASD, a number of programs have been developed for pre-service music teachers.  The 
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focus on pre-service teachers is predicated on the fact that many music teachers begin 

their careers with little or no interaction with children with special needs (Hourigan, 

2007). Supporting the idea of need-based preparation, a student teaching experience 

providing a teaching/learning environment involving both cooperating teachers and 

mentors is recommended (Graham, 2006).  A supplemental aid is continuing 

consultations with applicable special education faculty and staff (Hammel, 2004).  

Utilizing field experience as an opportunity to acquire skills for working with 

special learners is ideal in that it enables student teachers to receive “purposeful 

coaching” from a mentor teacher (Dibbon, Glassman, Goodnough, Osmond, & Stevens, 

2007, p. 285). Darrow (1999) found that discussion and partnership with these mentor 

specialists was a critical ingredient for learning how to successfully teach students with 

learning issues.  Colwell (2012) discovered that simulation of working with special needs 

students prior to field experience is effective in that it can help ease the negative attitudes 

pre-service teachers may hold towards working with students with disabilities. 

Partnerships with Special Education Staff 

Often, music educators are not allowed input in the planning and implementation 

of programs that include special needs students (Nordlund, 2006). Creating a 

collaborative effort to unite diverse students and building synergetic relationships 

between music educators and special education teachers is essential in merging both 

subject areas (Cochran-Smith & Dudley-Marling, 2012). Children with disabilities follow 

an Individualized Education Program (IEP) in which music teachers are not directly 
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involved in developing, thus leading to confusion about how to utilize and implement its 

recommendations in the music classroom (Hammel & Hourigan, 2011). Involving music 

teachers in the IEP process is vital because they understand the skills needed for a 

positive experience in the music classroom (Damer, 2001). 

Many students with autism show interest in music and related interventions 

(Dougherty, Greher, Hillier, & Poto, 2011), therefore music educators must advocate for 

access to resources that will assist them in teaching children with special needs (Hammel 

& Hourigan, 2011). Music teachers are charged with the duty to provide a well-rounded, 

appropriate music education curriculum for all students, including those with special 

needs, yet many teachers are not fully qualified to manage all students and situations 

(Mazur, 2004). College methods classes and professional development workshops can 

provide training to enable both new and experienced music educators to feel greater 

confidence when working with children with special needs (Makowski, Mergen, Miceli, 

& Sobol, 2006).   
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CHAPTER II 

 

METHODS AND PROCEDURES 

Justification for Study 

It difficult for a music educator to create lesson plans and activities that will be 

efficient and productive for both the special needs child and the normal learner, 

especially if the teacher is new to teaching, or early in his/her career.  Previous studies 

have not addressed guidelines for inclusion of the student with ASD in the music 

classroom.  Because autism is on the rise in American schools, additional investigation is 

necessary.  This research was designed to investigate the preparedness of music teachers 

and to find possible areas of deficiency in training necessary in the planning and 

expectation in having special needs students during music class. The purpose of this 

study was to identify the level of skills and preparation music educators have received for 

teaching students with ASD, as well as the feeling of preparedness in assessing and 

understanding these special needs pupils.  

This study can lend support to music specialists who have children with ASD in 

their classrooms by providing them information and encouragement, reducing their 

apprehension, and building their confidence in working with special needs children. 

Further, the study provides useful resources and advice from teaching professionals 

currently working with students with ASD in the music classroom.   
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Research Questions 

This study will address the following research questions:  

1)  How much experience do elementary music teachers and secondary choral 

directors have teaching children with ASD? 

2)  Have elementary music teachers and secondary choral directors seen an increase 

of students with ASD in their classes? 

3)  How well-informed are elementary music teachers and secondary choral directors 

regarding the various types and behavioral characteristics of children with ASD?  

4)  How much training have elementary music teachers and secondary choral directors 

received in engaging students with ASD in learning and adapting curriculum?   

5)  How much experience do elementary music specialists and secondary music 

teachers have interacting with the parents of students with ASD? 

6)  What tools and training have been most helpful to elementary music teachers and 

secondary choral directors for teaching children with ASD?  

7)  What are some of the most challenging aspects of inclusion of students with ASD? 

8)  What instructional strategies have elementary music educators and secondary choral 

directors found beneficial for inclusion of students with ASD?  
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Method 

 The researcher-designed survey utilized in this study was reviewed by five 

elementary music specialists, five secondary choral directors, and five special education 

teachers. Modifications were made, based on their suggestions. The introductory portion 

of the survey included a demographic section, which identified gender, grade level, 

number of years teaching, and number of students with ASD in their classes. The first 

section of the survey utilized a Likert scale, ranging from 1 (No Knowledge) to 5 (Highly 

Knowledgeable) to measure music teachers’ ability to recognize students with ASD and 

to make appropriate accommodations.  The second section contained a list of resources 

for instruction of students with ASD in the music classroom.  Participants were asked to 

select the resources they had found beneficial and rank them in order of their usefulness. 

The last section consisted of two open-ended questions in which participants were asked 

to share successful strategies and the greatest challenges they have faced with inclusion 

of students with ASD in their music classroom. 

Email addresses for current Texas elementary and secondary music educators 

were obtained from the Texas Music Educators Association database. The surveys were 

emailed via SurveyMonkey (www.surveymonkey.com). After the initial email was sent, 

the participants received one reminder, with a two-week interval between contacts.

 Data were disaggregated utilizing the SurveyMonkey website and were reported 

in terms of means, standard deviations, frequency of responses, and percentages, utilizing 
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tables and figures.  Open-ended responses were categorized in accordance with 

commonality, and were reported in tables. 

Participants 

Participants (N= 458) included elementary music teachers and secondary choral 

directors from across the state of Texas. Participants were required to be certified music 

teachers who were currently employed as general music specialists and/or choral 

directors on the elementary (n=308), secondary (n=79), and elementary and secondary 

(n=70) level.  One respondent did not disclose grade levels taught. The initial email 

contained 2,702 contacts; however 434 emails were returned as undeliverable, resulting 

in a participant pool of 2,268 and a response rate of 20%. 
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CHAPTER III 

RESULTS 

Demographics of Participants 

The gender of participants included 82% female, 17.5% male, and 0.5% 

unspecified. Teaching experience of the respondents ranged from 1 year to 40 years. The 

overall average number of years participants had taught children with autism in music 

classroom was 14.23 years, and varied in accordance with their years of teaching 

experience (See Table 1). 

Table 1 

Average Number of Years Participants Have Taught Students with Autism in Relation to 

Years of Teaching Experience 

 

Years Teaching  Number of Respondents  Avg. Yrs. Teaching  

       Students with ASD 

1-5                 135      3.68  

6-10                  43      7.95 

11-15                  34                 13.21 

16-20                   35                 18.14 

21+                  78                 28.18 
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Perception of Increase of Students with ASD 

The data indicated an overall increase of inclusion of students with autism in the 

music classroom, with the greatest growth occurring at the elementary school level. 

Elementary music teachers (n=232) who perceived that the number of children with ASD 

was rising in music classrooms exceeded the teachers who did not see a growing trend 

(n=74). Teachers at the secondary level who reported growing numbers of choral 

students with ASD (n=26) was lower than educators who perceived there was no increase 

(n= 51). Among the respondents (n=71) who teach multiple grade levels, and those who 

perceived an increase (n=49) were greater than those who did not (n= 23). Three 

respondents’ reports were inconclusive. Overall indications of the greatest perception of 

increase in participation were found among elementary teachers.    

 

Figure 1. Participants’ perception of increase in children with ASD in their classroom.  
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Knowledge of Behavioral Characteristics 

A majority of participants claimed to have average or above average ability to 

identify behavioral characteristics of students with autism. Average knowledge was 

reported by 36.5% of respondents, 34% rated their knowledge above average, and 12% 

indicated that they were highly knowledgeable in identifying autistic behaviors. A 

minority (15.1%) of participants reported they had little awareness of behavioral 

characteristics of students with ASD, while only 2.4% of respondents claimed they had 

no ability to identify children with autism (see Figure 2). 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Levels of participants’ knowledge in identifying behavioral characteristics of  

students with ASD. 
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Familiarity with Types of Autism 

When questioned regarding the various types of autism, 34.4% of participants 

stated they had average familiarity, 25.5% reported above average familiarity, and 6.7% 

claimed to be highly knowledgeable. A minority of 7.5% of respondents revealed that 

they were unable to identify the different types of autism, and 25.9% stated they were 

slightly aware of range of ASD (see Figure 3). 

       
 

Figure 3. Levels of participants’ familiarity with types of autism. 
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average knowledge, 27.3% reporting above average awareness, and 6.8% stating they 

were highly knowledgeable. Little familiarity with coping mechanisms utilized by 

children with ASD was indicated by 26.4% of respondents, and 6.3% revealed they had 

no knowledge in this area (see Figure 4). 

 

Figure 4. Levels of participants’ understanding of coping mechanisms used by students 

with ASD.  
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hand, 31.2% of respondents reported little knowledge and 6.0% of participants stated that 

they had no familiarity with strategies for facilitating participation of children with ASD 

in the music classroom (see Figure 5). 

 

Figure 5. Levels of participants’ knowledge of strategies to engage students with ASD in 

learning. 
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they were highly knowledgeable with methods of adapting lessons for children with ASD 

(see Figure 6). 

 

  

 

Figure 6. Levels of participants’ knowledge of adaptations of music lessons for students 

with ASD. 
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autism as below average and 11.1% reported they had no knowledge of the assessment 

process (see Figure 7). 

 

 Figure 7. Levels of participants’ knowledge of methods of assessment of curricular 

objectives for students with ASD. 

 

Managing Behavior 

Management of behavioral issues of students with ASD in the music classroom 

proved to be a challenge to 19.6% of participants, who reported little understanding of 

behavioral intervention and 6% of participants, who indicated they possessed no skills in 

addressing behavioral problems. A majority of the respondents reported an average 

(35.5%) or above average (27.5%) ability in contending with behavioral issues posed by 

32.0% 

31.1% 

16.4% 

11.1% 

9.4% 

   Assessment of Curricular Objectives for 
Students with ASD 

Little Knowledge

Average Knowledge

Above Average Knowledge

No Knowledge

Highly Knowledgable



21 
 

students with autism and 11.4% of participants ranked themselves as highly 

knowledgeable about managing the behavior of students with ASD (see Figure 8). 

 

Figure 8. Levels of participants’ understanding of managing behavioral problems of 

students with ASD. 
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3.9% stated they were actually highly knowledgeable about the process of developing an 

IEP for students with autism (see Figure 9). 

 
 

Figure 9. Levels of participants’ familiarity with the Individualized Education Program 

(IEP) process. 

 

Assistive Technology 

When asked to rank their knowledge of assistive technology for students with 

ASD in the music classroom, a majority of respondents reported either little knowledge 

(33%) or no knowledge (36.4%).  The remaining participants ranked their familiarity 

with assistive technology as average (17.1%), above average (9.6%), or highly 

knowledgeable (3.9%) (see Figure 10). 
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Figure 10. Levels of participants’ knowledge of assistive technology for teaching 

students with ASD in the music classroom. 

 

 

Communication with Parents 

Results regarding participants’ communication with parents of children with 

autism indicated that 9.2% had no parental exchanges, 21.6% had little parental contact, 

and 29.8% ranked their parental interaction as average.  More frequent parental contact 

was reported by 25.7% of participants, who ranked their communication as above-

average, and by 13.7% of participants who stated they were in close contact with the 

parents of their students with autism (see Figure 11). 
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Figure 11. Levels of participants’ communication with parents of children with ASD. 

 

Participation in Admission, Review, and Dismissals (ARDs) 

A majority of respondents indicated that they had little (26.2%) or no (36.8%) 

input in the Admission, Review, and Dismissal (ARD) process for their students with 

autism. An average level of participation in the ARD process was reported by 14.4% of 

respondents, 12.5% reported above average participation, and only 10.1% expressed they 

were highly participatory in the ARD meetings and procedures (see Figure 12). 
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Figure 12. Levels of participants’ input in the process of Admission, Review, and 

Dismissals (ARD) for students with ASD in their music classes. 

 

 

Effective Training Venues 

Respondents were given a list of training venues and were asked to select the one 

that had provided them with the most effective tools and training for working with students 

with ASD in the music classroom. Campus staff development was the venue selected most 

frequently (30%), followed by workshops focused on special needs students at Texas 

Music Educators Association Conferences (18%). Undergraduate special education classes 

(12%), undergraduate general education classes (12%), district-wide staff development 

(10%), and workshops at another professional conference (9%) were also considered useful 

to participants. Fewer respondents selected undergraduate music education classes (4%), 
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district music teacher staff development (3%), and district fine arts staff development (2%) 

(see Figure 13). 

 

Figure 13. Participants’ most useful training venues for working with students with ASD. 

 

Challenges in the Classroom 

In a free-response format, participants were asked to list their greatest challenges 

working with students with autism.  Behavioral issues in the music classroom, including 

outbursts, impulsivity, disruption, and noise making, was the most frequent response 

(21%).  Managing on-task behavior, including student attention and engagement, was the 

next most frequent response (10%), along with dealing with students’ sound sensitivity 
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(10%).  Other challenging aspects involved the impact of inclusion on normal learners, 

the need for additional teacher training and support, and the inherent difficulties of 

communicating with students with autism (see Table 2).  

 

Table 2  

Participants’ Greatest Challenges While Teaching Students with ASD 

                      Number of Responses          Percentage 

Behavioral issues           92   21%  

  

Facilitating on-task behavior                       45   10% 

 

Dealing with sound sensitivity                43   10% 

 

Meeting needs of normal and special learners  

in large class with time constraints    38                                 9% 

 

Negative impact on normal learners  

through disruptive and upsetting behavior                 32                                 7% 

 

Lack of support from parents, teachers, and                    

administration          28          6% 

 

Teaching normal learners to be patient and     

understanding towards students with ASD   23   5% 

   

Developing modified lessons     23   5% 

 

Lack of information regarding skills of  

students with ASD      20   5% 

 

Lack of teacher training     16   4% 

 

Inability to communicate with student with ASD   15   4% 

 

Inability to assess learning     15   4% 

 

Dealing with social anxieties (i.e. being touched, etc)  

and social awkwardness     15   4% 

(Table 2 continues) 
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(Table 2 continued) 

                      Number of Responses          Percentage 

Lack of skills for inclusion in performances    14   3% 

 

Managing multiple students with ASD requiring 

different strategies       10   2% 

 

Inability to adapt to change (transitions)   6   1% 

316 participants provided 435 responses 

 

 

Helpful Strategies for Inclusion of Children with ASD 

 

When asked to list helpful strategies to maintain a positive environment when 

engaging student with ASD in the music classroom, respondents (n=229) suggested many 

approaches. Eleven percent of participating teachers submitted that utilizing visual aids, 

instruments, and technology allows different children with diverse learning styles to 

engage more intimately with the material being taught. Responding music specialists also 

recommended that adding kinesthetic lessons to classroom plans helps to engage gross 

and fine motor skills. A number of participants (11%) also suggested that learning details 

regarding each students’ strengths and weaknesses, as well as the triggers that lead to 

inappropriate behaviors can help create a more cohesive and safe environment for 

students with special needs. Several respondents (8%) also offered that being aware of 

noise level and actively including students with ASD in all aspects of social and learning 

situations leads to greater success in providing a hospitable environment for students with 

ASD. Responding specialists (7%) also posited that creating a consistent, well-defined, 

and highly-structured classroom will encourage long-term conditions that include a 
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familiar, comfortable, and loving environment that is so important in teaching children 

with ASD (see Table 3).  

 

Table 3 

Helpful Strategies for Teaching Children with Autism 

 

                      Number of Responses                  Percentage 

Use of visual aids, instruments, technology        42   11%  

and other kinesthetic activities   

Know student, know likes and dislikes;    40   11% 

what triggers outbursts 

 

Silencing headphones for noise, control   32    8% 

noise level in class   

 

Include as much as possible/ treat them like   32    8% 

other students 

 

Well-defined boundaries, speak directly to child,  28    7% 

provide one on one time 

 

Be clear, consistent, and highly structured;    27    7% 

have a routine  

 

Buddy them with normal learners with whom  25    7% 

they are comfortable 

 

Allow them to move around and/or provide    21    6% 

preferential seating 

 

Having an aide present, working with special   21    6% 

education and classroom teachers 

 

Provide a calm, safe, and loving environment  21    6% 

 

Simplify/modify the skill to fit need of student  18    5% 

(Table 3 continues) 
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(Table 3 continued) 

                                

                                                                       Number of Responses        Percentage 

Patience when communicating/ allow extra time   17    5%  

for student to process information  

 

Have a special area and/ or cool down spot just  12    3% 

for them 

 

Write objectives on board to provide order of lesson  11               2% 

and/ or provide verbal warnings for transitions 

 

Give them extra physical space     9               2% 

 

Use icons/charts and/or reward systems to show    6               2.5% 

the behavior you wish to see 

 

Assigning specific tasks to keep students engaged     5               1% 

 

Sing instructions, sing to communicate, and    5               1% 

encourage vocalization 

 

Use repetition as often as possible     4                      1% 

 

Ignore small tantrums       3           0.5% 

________________________________________________________________________ 

229 participants provided 379 responses 
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CHAPTER IV 

DISCUSSION 

Respondents in this study reflected the ideas and perceptions of both primary and 

secondary school music teachers. The majority of the respondents were from the 

elementary classroom, which echoes the idea that most students with autism attend music 

class in elementary school.  As they progress into middle school and high school, 

students with autism tend to phase out of music programs. Due to the greater likelihood 

of having students with autism in their classrooms, it is not surprising to note that many 

of the elementary teachers expressed anxiety or had questions regarding the multiple 

aspects of teaching special students, as well as acknowledging the rising numbers of 

students with ASD. Secondary level teachers voiced less concern about teaching children 

with autism, which may be a result of fewer numbers of students with special needs being 

included in choral classrooms.  It is often challenging in ensembles that are performance-

based to include students with special needs (Baker, 2008), so it was not unexpected that 

the majority of respondents were elementary teachers. The majority of the participants in 

this study were female, which was not surprising in that the database from the Texas 

Music Educators Association used in this research study consisted primarily of female 

teachers. Respondents ranged from Pre-Kindergarten general music teachers to 12
th

- 

grade choral directors.  
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Research Question One 

How much experience do elementary music teachers and secondary choral directors have 

teaching children with ASD? 

 Participants ranging from first-year teachers to veteran music educators with 30 or 

more years’ experience reported working with students with ASD in the music 

classroom. Many of the teachers commented that they had students with autism in their 

classes long before they were identified as pupils with special needs.  

  A number of music teachers feel unprepared to effectively teach students with 

special needs (Damer, 2001), and it complicates their job further when they are not 

provided detailed information about their students with disabilities. Due to inadequate 

documentation on their special learners, some music teachers suspect that they have 

always had students with ASD in their classes, but were unaware of their diagnosis.  

Research Question Two 

Have elementary music teachers and secondary choral directors seen an increase of 

students with ASD in their classes? 

 Results indicated a noticeable growth in the number of children with autism in music 

classrooms. Overall, respondents who saw the greatest increase in students with autism 

were teachers of grades 1 - 5.  Secondary teachers indicated less of an increase, probably 

because choral music is an elective, whereas music is a requirement in elementary school.  
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 With the implementation of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) 

of 1990, all children with disabilities were given the right to receive a free and 

appropriate education (Horrucks, Roberts, & White, 2008), which also included the right 

to a music education. Because of this, an ever-growing number of music instructors, 

particularly elementary general specialists, are now required to teach music to students 

with disabilities (Hammel & Hourigan, 2011). The upward trend of children with ASD 

identified in this study is an indication that these children are being included in music 

classrooms. Although the data do not directly relate the increase to legislative enactment, 

perhaps it is a combination of an entitled education and more diagnoses of autism that 

greater numbers of students affected by this disorder are filtering into music classrooms 

throughout Texas schools. 

Research Question Three 

How well-informed are elementary music teachers and secondary choral directors 

regarding the various types and behavioral characteristics of children with ASD?  

 A considerable number of teachers indicated they had average to above-average 

awareness of the different aspects of the disorder. Very few participants seemed to have 

little understanding, but those who expressed knowledge stated that they only became 

experienced with developmental aspects regarding these students by having the students 

in their classes, not because of specified training.  Many of these respondents clearly 

stated they were offered no formal training in pinpointing behavioral characteristics of 

students with autism.  
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 When specifying knowledge of the types or levels of autism, a large number of 

respondents indicated that they had only average knowledge. This is not unreasonable, as 

many of the teachers who have special needs students in their classrooms do not always 

have access to the actual labels or diagnoses of these students. As research is continually 

being conducted on autism, the spectrum is ever-changing; therefore teachers do not 

always have updated access to information regarding their students with autism.  

  Currently, the spectrum is being expanded to encompass all types of autism under 

one umbrella, making it more difficult for teachers to identify degrees and levels of 

autism and the corresponding terminology. The inclusion of students with autism requires 

special skills (Darrow, 1999) and studies have shown that professional development 

focusing on instructional methods addressing the various aspects of the spectrum aides 

music teachers in their quest to effectively teach these students (Gerrity & Hammel, 

2012; Hourigan, 2007). 

 This study also addressed music teacher experience with coping mechanisms that 

children with autism often display.  Approximately one-third of respondents felt they had 

average knowledge of the self-calming techniques used by children with ASD, however a 

nearly equal percentage of music educators felt they did not have adequate understanding 

or experience in this area of observation. Perhaps if music teachers were provided with 

more training to recognize self-calming techniques utilized by students with ASD, they 

could encourage them to utilize them when they become upset or anxious.  This supports 

the study by Hourigan (2009) that indicated teachers who received training employing 
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actual field work experience had a better, more well-rounded understanding of students 

with autism.  There was no data specifying which respondents received training through 

field experience and those who acquired skills while working with children with autism 

in their classrooms. 

Research Question Four 

How much training have elementary music teachers and secondary choral directors 

received in engaging students with ASD in learning and adapting curriculum?   

 This study revealed that adapting music lessons and assessing children with autism 

appears to be problematic for music educators. Nearly 58% of the teachers surveyed had 

average or less knowledge of how to modify lessons for students with ASD, and 57% 

also felt that assessment was a challenge. With little information given on a regular basis 

to music educators, it is reasonable to understand where the lack in knowledge in 

assessing and modifications originates. More training is necessary to facilitate successful 

instruction and testing. 

 Many of these complications could improve if music teachers were afforded more of 

an opportunity to be included when developing Individualized Educations Programs 

(IEPs) for their students with autism. There are a countless number of these teachers that 

do not participate in these meetings because they are not invited or they have classes that 

conflict with the time the IEPs are scheduled (Hammel & Hourigan, 2011).  Non-music 

professionals assigning modifications for music instruction without the input of the music 

specialist denies the student with ASD the opportunity to have an optimal music 
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education.  Further, the music teacher is required to implement adaptions with which 

he/she is unfamiliar and/or may not address the music class environment.  

 While data indicated that over 30% of participating teachers had a pronounced 

familiarity of IEPs, there was a greater amount, nearly 50% who had only little to average 

understanding of the IEP process. A comprehensive understanding of how each 

individual with special needs processes information and communicates would permit 

music teachers to have a greater capacity for modifying or enhancing learning for a 

student with ASD. Music specialists, in collaboration with special education teachers, are 

better able to create techniques to target communication, behavioral, and social skills 

from which students with autism would gain the most benefit (Mazur, 2004).  

 With 59% of the respondents acknowledging their lack of familiarity with strategies 

used to engage children with autism, it appears that teachers could benefit from more 

expansive training in IEPs, as well as greater preparation in helping to define better 

approaches for engaging and assessing children with ASD. Teachers sometimes find it 

challenging to modify lessons appropriately without sacrificing the normal learners’ 

needs. Learning to balance instruction successfully between normal students and children 

with ASD takes planning and training is necessary. Because of inadequate preparation, 

respondents felt they lacked the opportunity to fully engage, communicate, and assess 

their students with ASD.  As more children with autism are included in the music 

classroom, specialized training becomes even more critical for music educators. 
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Research Question Five 

How much experience do elementary music specialists and secondary music teachers have 

interacting with the parents of students with ASD? 

 This study did not directly specify how interaction was initiated with parents, but rather 

if parental exchanges were occurring.  Nearly half of the teachers surveyed expressed that 

parent communication was at least above average.  Over 70% of the teachers were in 

communication with the parents, which is a strong indication parental investment in their 

child’s education. It was not specified whether parental communication was related to the 

Admission, Review, and Dismissals (ARD) process or initiated by teachers.  

 Parental involvement is critical in the ARD process; however, there is great deficit in 

the participation of the music teacher in the process of creating directives and modifications 

for students with autism during actual ARD evaluations. Almost 70% of participants 

indicated music teachers had little to no participation in the initial placement of students in 

their classrooms. Participants did not state why they were not involved with the 

parent/teacher- led ARD process.  

Research Question Six 

What tools and training have been most helpful to elementary music teachers and 

secondary choral directors for teaching children with ASD?  

 Participants indicated they had received their most useful special needs training from 

campus staff development and workshops at a Texas Music Educators Association 
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Conference.  Only 12% of respondents stated that they received any special needs training 

in their undergraduate coursework. 

 In many educational institutions, training programs have been instituted to equip music 

teachers with skills for mainstreaming children with autism into their classrooms (Asmus & 

Gilbert, 2013).  While district-wide staff development and professional conferences offered 

nearly 20% of respondents some type of training, university music education programs 

provided respondents with little or no training. This suggests that music education 

programs need to incorporate inclusion training in their undergraduate courses.  Only more 

collective and pervasive training venues will address this need.  

Research Question Seven 

What are some of the most challenging aspects of inclusion of students with ASD? 

 The greatest classroom challenge identified by nearly 60% of respondents was anxiety 

in addressing behavioral issues, including outbursts and noise-making, as well as keeping 

their special needs students on-task and actively engaged.  Music teachers need specialized 

training that focuses on how to effectively deal with behavioral problems that arise with 

students with autism.  Furthermore, teachers need to receive the appropriate preparation 

before these students enter the confines of their music classrooms.  

 Pontiff (2004) recommended more pre-service teacher training in the form of 

observations and experience working with special learners to prepare music teachers for 

inclusion of students with ASD in their classrooms. Early exposure and effective 

preparation are key components for successful instruction of special learners (Baydik, 
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Ergul, & Demir, 2013).  A teacher’s inability to manage a classroom with special needs 

children can potentially be harmful to all students.  

 

 

Research Question Eight 

What instructional strategies have elementary music educators and secondary choral 

directors found beneficial for inclusion of students with ASD?  

 Participants provided an extensive list of strategies that music teachers could use to 

create a stable and fruitful music class environment for students with ASD. Although some 

ideas were quite creative, most replies were simple and could apply to any child with 

autism in any music classroom. Each approach could easily be modified for individual 

students, and implemented in any music classroom.  

 The number one strategy recommended by participants in this study was the use of 

visual aids, instruments, technology, and kinesthetic activities. Utilizing all of the body’s 

senses to engage the student with autism seems to be most effective. Many students with 

autism think and learn in pictures, rather than speaking or hearing (Hagedorn, 2004). 

Pictures, photographs, line drawings, and charts are examples of useful tools for students 

with ASD in a music classroom to facilitate communication through visual instruction 

(Fettig, Meadan, Michna, Ostrosky, & Triplett, 2011). 

 Musical instruments and technology combine visual stimulation with kinesthetic and 

aural input. One study suggested that using percussion had positive effects on a variety of 
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disorders (Demuth, Guzic, Roberts, & Tonkin, 2011). Participants agreed that use of 

musical instruments helped with transitions and kept students with autism focused and 

interested. Computers offering sounds of percussion or other instruments were also 

recommended, and computer-enhanced images of lessons helped in adapting instructional 

methods for special students (Hammel, 2004).  Playing instruments and utilizing software 

that allows for composing music, provides useful application of musical aspects while 

giving students with ASD the opportunity to employ varied visual and kinesthetic activities 

(Dougherty, Greher, Hillier, & Poto, 2011). These variations provide excellent tools for 

learning with children with ASD. 

 Responding teachers also found that knowing personal details about each special 

student was beneficial in helping plan lessons and interact more deeply with each pupil. 

Nearly 11% of participants encouraged teachers to get to know their special needs students. 

Learning their likes and dislikes, understanding what triggers outbursts, and focusing on 

their strengths can assist with lesson planning. Speaking with counselors, special education 

staff, and regular classroom teachers enables music specialists to have direct links to what 

does and does not work. Communicating with students with autism and understanding their 

idiosyncratic behaviors are crucial aspects of successful instruction in the music classroom.  

 Respondents also offered that controlling noise level, as well as including all students, 

especially special learners, in the learning experience, can help minimize undesirable 

behavior. Consistency and the use of buddies and/or paraprofessionals were additional 

tactics that respondents suggested would be helpful in providing a safe and calm learning 
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environment for students with ASD. Additional ideas included keeping things simple, 

succinct, and direct to make music class less stressful and more engaging. According to this 

study, quite simply, knowing each student, following a basic order of objectives, and 

effectively communicating with parents, teachers, and students, enable music teachers to 

create a well-balanced and nurturing environment that is critical in effectually teaching 

students with ASD. 
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CHAPTER V 

 

CONCLUSION 

The results of this study could be useful for pre-service and in-service educators 

alike. Teachers who educate students with autism have a special job, one that includes an 

understanding of the disorder. Ability to adapt lessons to meet the needs of these special 

learners, knowing how to cope with behavioral issues, and having the capacity to assess 

and respond effectively, are major components in successfully implementing music 

programs for children with autism. 

This study exposes the complicated process of executing a successful music 

program for students with ASD. Much work needs to be done in making sure teachers are 

well-educated, trained, and are given experience in managing classrooms with students 

with autism prior to entering the teaching field. Inability to create strategies that can 

easily be implemented in all classroom situations, regardless of the disability level of the 

student, is of paramount concern.  

 The strategies offered in this study are ideas provided by teaching professionals. 

Perhaps a well-rounded and specific list of these approaches would be beneficial in future 

training venues, articles, and classes. Studies that focus on specific needs and concerns of 

pre-service and new teachers, as well as listing training venues and locations of 

successful preparation programs could also benefit music educators. A sample size 

including national music teacher associations might provide a broader range of effective 



43 
 

strategies utilized by music specialists to teach children with ASD. This information 

could benefit music educators who are tasked with including these special students in 

their classrooms across the nation. 
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APPENDIX A 

Survey:  Inclusion of Students with Autism Spectrum Disorder in the Music  

Classroom: Music Teachers' Experiences, Attitudes, and Perceptions 
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Survey:  Inclusion of Students with Autism Spectrum Disorder in the Music 

Classroom: Music Teachers' Experiences, Attitudes, and Perceptions 

Which grade levels do you currently teach?  (Select all that apply) 

_____ Pre-K 

_____ Kindergarten 

_____ Grade 1 

_____ Grade 2 

_____ Grade 3 

_____ Grade 4 

_____ Grade 5 

_____ Grade 6 

_____ Grade 7 

_____ Grade 8 

_____ Grade 9 

_____ Grade 10 

_____ Grade 11 

_____ Grade 12 

 

Gender:  

______ Female     

______ Male 

How many years of teaching experience do you have?___________________________ 

Have you noticed a trend in having more students with ASD in your classes?   

____ Yes  ____ No 

How many years have you had students with ASD included in your music classes?  ____ 

Approximately how many students with ASD do you currently teach?  ________ 
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Part 1 – Music Teachers’ Ability to Recognize Autistic Symptoms and Knowledge of 

Adaptations in Inclusive Settings 

 

On a scale of 1 to 5, with 1= No knowledge and 5= Highly knowledgeable, please circle 

the appropriate number to the right of the question to indicate your response.  

 

      

Identification of Autistic  1                2               3                 4              5 

behavioral characteristics 

 

Familiarity with types   1                2            3       4              5 

of Autism Spectrum Disorder 

 

Coping mechanisms of   1                2            3       4           5 

children with Autism 

Spectrum Disorder 

 

Strategies for engaging children       1                2            3       4           5 

with Autism Spectrum Disorder 

in learning 

 

Adaptation of music lesson for 1                2            3       4              5 

children with Autism 

Spectrum Disorder 

 

Assessment of curricular  1                2            3       4              5 

objectives 

 

Communication with parents  1                2            3       4           5 

 

Managing behavioral problems 1                2            3       4           5 

 

Developing IEPs   1                2           3       4           5 

 

Participation in ARDs   1                2           3       4           5 

 

Assistive technology   1                2           3       4              5 

 

 

Part 2 – Training Venues for Teaching Students with ASD 
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Rank the venues that have been beneficial in preparing you to work with students with 

Autism Spectrum Disorder in the music classroom.  Write 1 next to the most beneficial 

venue, 2 to the second most beneficial, etc.  Do NOT rank any venues that have not 

benefitted you. 

 

_____ Undergraduate general education class 

_____ Undergraduate special education class 

_____ Undergraduate music education class 

_____ Workshop at TMEA 

_____ Workshop at another professional conference 

_____ Campus Staff Development 

_____ District-Wide Staff Development 

_____ District Fine Arts Staff Development 

_____ District Music Teacher Staff Development 

Other:  __________________________________________________________ 

 

Part 3 – Experiences with Students with Autism Spectrum Disorder in Your Music 

Classroom 

Have you discovered any successful strategies for working with students with Autism 

Spectrum Disorder in your music classroom?  If so, please explain. 

 

What do you consider to be your most difficult challenges (if any) for inclusion of 

students with Autism Spectrum Disorder in your music classroom?   
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