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“Say Who You Are, Play Who You Are”: Improvisation as Pedagogy 

for Youth with Physical and Developmental Challenges1

Melissa Walker

In 2008, a unique partnership among ICASP, the Guelph Jazz Festival, and the 

community-based organization KidsAbility led to the development of a series of 

improvisational music workshops for youth living with a variety of physical and 

developmental challenges. As an ICASP research assistant (R.A.) working on this project, 

I had the opportunity and privilege to observe the “Say Who You Are, Play Who You 

Are” workshops, which were facilitated by local educator and improviser Rich Marsella 

and New York-based saxophonist and improviser, Matana Roberts. The young 

participants in the workshops live with a variety of special needs such as cerebral 

palsy, Down syndrome, and mild to severe autism. As they played various homemade 

instruments, such as PVR tubes, a bicycle wheel, a brake drum, squeaky toys, and all 

manner of culinary implements, including a kitchen sink, the youth appeared intensely 

engaged. They followed instructions, took turns conducting, added new ideas to the 

musical score, and demonstrated a tremendous level of concentration that carried forward 

into their final performance at the Guelph Jazz Festival.

In my capacity as an R.A., I helped to administer a satisfaction survey, conduct a 

series of interviews, and analyze the research findings. I interviewed three youth, four 

1 This paper draws upon a collaboratively authored piece: Heble, Ajay, Rob Jackson, 
Melissa Walker, Ellen Waterman, and Ashlee Cunsolo Willox. “Say Who You Are, Play 
Who You Are: Improvisation, Pedagogy, and Youth on the Margins.” Action, Criticism 
and Theory for Music Education (submitted and under consideration)
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parents, one KidsAbility staff member, and one volunteer. The artists were interviewed 

both as a group immediately following the performance, and individually. (The names of 

the youth, parents, and staff/volunteers have been removed to respect our confidentiality 

agreement with the participants.) The interviews were digitally recorded and transcribed, 

and ranged from 10 to 45 minutes. Our research questions addressed descriptive elements 

of the workshops such as strengths, weaknesses, instrument, and experience level, and 

evaluative features such as pedagogical approach, benefits, and tools. In August, 2009, I 

and two other students and three faculty members from a range of disciplinary 

backgrounds engaged in a Group Wiki writing process. Our multi-authored piece “Say 

Who You Are, Play Who You Are: Improvisation, Pedagogy, and Youth on the Margins” 

cross-analyses the research findings from the improvisational workshops with 

KidsAbility and with Give Yourself Credit, a Guelph-area organization that provides 

alternative secondary schooling to at-risk youth. 

Musical improvisation as pedagogy, we argue, “yields positive results by 

fostering vibrant, cohesive communities within these urban youth populations, while 

increasing self-esteem, self-confidence, leadership, and social skills. An improvisational 

approach to pedagogy has the potential to engage youth and educators in a learning 

process that values both individual growth and group cooperation” (Heble et al. 1) For 

the purposes of this paper, I will outline various attributes of successful improvisation 

pedagogy that were particularly pertinent to the first iteration of the KidsAbility 

workshops series and concert. The second workshop series, facilitated by Jane Bunnett, 

Larry Kramer, and Rob Wallace, took place this past fall with tremendous success. The 
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results of this research are currently being collected and analyzed, and will be published 

at a later date.

Responding to workshops with French street youth led by William Parker and 

Cooper-Moore, Carsalade, Tesler, and Pierrepont have identified four crucial aspects of 

successful improvisation pedagogy: 

a. The importance of individual expression within a group setting

b. Instrumental work as a process of personal growth

c. The importance of collective and cooperative work  

d. The importance of authority in the process of transmission

While our research basically supports these findings, we found that if improvisation is to 

be widely available pedagogy, it cannot rely on the authority of a few internationally 

respected artist teachers. We found that the key to improvisation as pedagogy is 

collaboration among artist facilitators and community organizations, staff, volunteers, 

parents and students. In our multi-authored piece on KidsAbility and Give Yourself 

Credit, we outlined several other lessons of successful pedagogy, but in the context of this 

paper I will expand upon five that applied particularly strongly to the workshop series we 

carried out with KidsAbility. Three of these lessons represent our additions to the list 

devised by Carsalade et. al, while the other two points, which appear on their list, are 

interpreted specifically in relation to the “Say Who You Are, Play Who You Are” 

workshops. 

Lesson 1: The importance of effective, accommodating, and continuous communication

 During the planning and facilitating of the workshop series, KidsAbility, ICASP, 
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and the musician facilitators adopted a partnership approach involving ongoing 

communication, which contributed greatly to the experience for all parties involved. 

KidsAbility is a local branch of a larger provincial unit serving Guelph and surrounding 

rural areas, which provides appropriate educational, physical, and socio-emotional 

support to children and young adults (birth to 18 years of age) with developmental, 

physical, and communication disabilities. Its services range from occupational therapy 

and physiotherapy, to social work and therapeutic recreation, as well as assessment, 

consultation, parental support/education, equipment recommendations, and regular 

monitoring. Empowering children and youth with special needs to realize their full 

potential by working together with families, schools, and community groups is 

KidsAbility’s main focus. In Winter 2008, we asked the managing director of KidsAbility  

which age group would most benefit from the improvisational music workshops. She told 

us that when it comes to musical programming, teenagers represent the most overlooked 

group of young people with physical disabilities and developmental delays, as they often 

lack the ability to hold an instrument and manipulate the keys or read a score, skills that 

are essential in high school music classes and band practices. At the same time, she 

wanted to make the workshops available to a broad range of participants. Therefore, we 

designed the workshop for youth 10 to 18 years of age.  

 Careful thought was given to choosing musicians who would create a fun, caring, 

and stimulating experience for the participants. Rich Marsella has a master’s degree in 

music education and has worked with large groups of elementary school students. As 

founder and director of the Brampton Indie Arts Festival, he has also contributed strongly 
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to avant-garde and underground music scenes in Canada. Additionally, we had the 

opportunity to connect with New York-based improviser and saxophonist Matana 

Roberts. Given her active involvement with the Association for the Advancement of 

Creative Musicians and her use of jazz forms and improvisation music as a medium for 

storytelling, Matana appeared the ideal person to bring out the individual expression of 

the participants. A few weeks before the workshops, Rich agreed to offer a preliminary 

teaser session at a KidsAbility summer camp. He brought individual sound makers like 

typewriters, a kitchen sink, whoopee cushions, and a barrel organ to this preliminary 

session. “The kids were thrilled by a lot of the instruments,” Rich commented. A simple 

game of musical duck, duck, goose that involved a balloon presented a problem, 

however, since some of the participants were sensitive to latex. Rich stated frankly that 

after this first workshop, he changed many of his ideas—“A lot of them I had to flush 

down the toilet.” 

While he had worked with children with Obsessive Compulsive Disorder, 

Tourettes and Asperger Syndrome, Rich had “never worked with kids who had [extreme] 

physical disabilities,” so he had to adjust the musical set up in order to accommodate the 

various physical needs of the group. For the first official workshop, Rich brought in an 

instrument he calls the “junkyard gamelan,” which consists of long, low frames that are 

hung with PVR pipes, chimes, and various homemade instruments, including a bicycle 

wheel and squeaky toys. Three racks allowed all the players to participate at once. The 

participants sat on mats and had only to reach out with a stick and hit the items. Rich also 

added percussion instruments like a brake drum and a kitchen sink (which proved to be a 



Walker 6

great favourite). Using a large flipchart, he jotted down the participants’ sound-making 

ideas out of which they would make a song. These musical instructions included “play 

your shoes,” “scraping,” and a specific rhythmic idea from one boy, “rack note stick 

stick”—hitting the rack twice, hitting a chime once, then hitting one stick against another 

twice.  Rich’s inclusive and collaborative strategy was successful in engaging the group 

since everyone was able to participate.

The input of KidsAbility staff members and volunteers also greatly aided Rich in 

adopting pedagogical strategies that would improve accessibility and participation. After 

the first session, the managing director, staff, and volunteers provided suggestions about 

specific adaptation techniques for each student. Rich incorporated this helpful advice, 

which altered the musical practice of the workshops. He began using pictures rather than 

words on the score (thereby creating a graphic score), and introduced a bell to sound the 

change from one musical element to another. In addition, the KidsAbility staff also 

provided some innovative tools, such as a large stop/go sign and individual laminated 

cards with the score icons on them. Research into music programs with special needs 

youth emphasizes that such useful adaptations often result from collaborative 

communication and are integral to the effectiveness of musical education for students 

with disabilities (Lapka; Jellison). As Christine Lapka writes, “Many simple, effective 

ideas of instructional adaptations are routinely developed by teachers and parents; some 

in consultation with occupational therapists, physical therapists, special educators, and 

music therapists” (57). Such adaptations went a long way towards enabling particular 

children to participate, and greatly enhanced the musical experience and opportunities for 
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musical communication for all involved.  

Lesson Two: The importance of flexibility, compassion, and play

As an artist educator entering a pedagogical situation that was unique to his 

experience, Rich adopted an open approach with the youth, parents, and staff/volunteers. 

His receptive attitude allowed him not only to make appropriate adaptations but also to 

understand the integral role of the volunteers and parents. He acknowledged that “without 

the KidsAbility helpers it wouldn’t have worked” and that although he had not previously  

taught in front of many parents, he was pleased that several attended the workshop 

“because you get their feedback.” While Rich accepted many of the suggestions offered 

by the KidsAbility staff, volunteers, and parents, he did not alter the fundamentals of the 

workshop, namely his focus on homemade instruments and atonal sounds. After the first 

workshop, when one mother indicated her son’s preference for melodic rather than 

dissonant music, Rich did not apologize for his approach. He later told us that he enjoys 

the risks involved with unmelodic music. He starts with an ugly palette to see where it 

goes, and believes that students are generally open to these sounds, “so No, no. There’s 

no apology.”  

For the last two workshops and performance, Matana Roberts joined the 

workshop, along with percussionist and former ICASP post-doctoral fellow, Rob Wallace. 

Although Matana has extensive experience teaching young people, she had not worked 

with children with physical disabilities, and confessed that she initially felt some 

concerns about being able to create a positive experience for this group: “These children 
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have challenges, but I want to make sure that I’m speaking to them as I speak to any of 

the children that I’ve worked with and that I’m not talking down to them in any way.” 

Matana’s compassionate and empathic response to the children also extended to the 

parents who attended the workshops. She stated that she could feel the parents’ emotion 

“because their children are dealing with so many challenges . . . They [the parents] were 

just as open as their kids, and it just really added to the whole. I thought it added to the 

whole experience.”  Like Rich, Matana also acknowledged the indispensability of the 

volunteers’ suggestions and presence in the workshops. 

Given the adaptations Rich already made with the help of KidsAbility staff and 

volunteers, Matana and Rob were able to adopt these methods and integrate seamlessly 

into the workshops, while adding their own elements and pedagogical approaches. The 

students felt comfortable with the addition of the new artists given that core elements of 

the workshops remained, such as Rich’s continuing participation, his graphic score, and 

the junkyard gamelan. Stability and consistency, as well as flexibility, are crucial to 

learning environments for special needs youth (Wigram and Gold; Ockelford). As T. 

Wigram and C. Gold write, “A primary need for this population is stability in the 

structure of their environment within which they can feel secure and within which they 

can demonstrate their potential communicativeness and creativity” (537). Comfortable in 

the familiarity of the workshop setting, the young people accepted Rob’s playful 

participation as “one of the band” on the drum kit. Matana contributed new interactive 

elements that drew on her own creative interests in African-American oral forms and 

jazz. She had the students repeat her first name in interesting and fun combinations; 
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introduced call and response and dance to the musical chart; and provided a melodic 

through-line to the students’ musical compositions: all elements that encouraged 

individual expression. 

Lesson 3: The importance of individual expression within a group setting

 Various interviewees commented on the participants’ individual self-expression 

within the group setting as an important outcome of the experience. One mother 

suggested that improvisational music learning allows the youth to be independent and “to 

know that whatever they’re doing is not wrong. That’s what I think improvisation is, and 

I think it’s giving kids a valuable outlet to just be who they want to be when they’re 

playing.” Her daughter particularly enjoyed bringing her own homemade instrument to 

the workshop, and told us that her pink basket was her favourite part of the workshop. 

Another boy similarly loved having the opportunity to find his own signature instrument, 

and went through every cupboard in his house in order to find the perfect readymade 

instrument.

 Creating a fun, creative, and receptive environment for the participants to build 

their self-esteem and to interact with their peers were aims from the outset with the “Say 

Who You Are, Play Who You Are” workshops. As one parent confirmed, boosting self-

esteem levels was a crucial component of the experience: “I think the hugest thing might 

even just be building anyone’s self-esteem…I think that’s important.” Corresponding 

with this parent’s observation, researchers of music therapy and education for youth with 

physical disabilities have recognized music as a means of increasing self-esteem (Bunt 
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184; Lapka 56). The range of instruments in the junkyard gamelan afforded the 

participants with the opportunity to explore and express their creativity. For example, an 

extremely shy participant discovered the clamorous sound of the kitchen sink, and 

became more engaged with the group. (In fact, he could hardly refrain from beating the 

sink repeatedly!). As his father noted, through playing the kitchen sink, his son had the 

opportunity to increase his self-confidence, and even began looking up during the 

workshops, which was a real achievement for him. The workshop facilitators, 

KidsAbility staff, and the parents celebrated the student’s new level of engagement in the 

workshop setting. A young volunteer creatively employed sign language to help the boy 

know when to stop and go, thus managing what could have seemed a disruptive noise 

level.     

Lesson 4: The importance of leadership opportunities for the participants

Another feature that was fundamental to the success of the workshops was the 

students’ opportunity taking turns conducting the rest of the group. The facilitators 

encouraged every child to conduct (though some participants chose not to), and 

acknowledged each participant’s efforts by joining the rest of the group and playing along 

with the conductor’s musical instructions. They also audio-recorded and played back the 

students’ efforts, another popular feature of the workshop, and provided constructive 

feedback to each participant. As David Borgo writes, “The notion of teachers as ‘experts’ 

and ‘gate keepers’ must ultimately give way to the more engaged and interactive role of 

mentors and facilitators” (Borgo 7). Assuming an interactive role, the artists bolstered the 

students’ self-confidence and nourished a dynamic learning context that was shaped by 
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and negotiated by all of the participants. 

One boy, who conducted at the final concert, told us that being able to lead was 

his favourite part of the workshop experience: “I like how I can actually be the boss and 

go like, ‘Do this, do that, this, that. Do this, do that.’ I’m tired of people always ordering 

me around all the time.” An older teenage girl who conducted had never before chosen to 

get up in front of a group in any activity. As one volunteer noted, people with special 

needs “don’t have a lot of opportunities to be a leader…So having a chance to be up there 

and stand in front of everyone, and find that people are following them and listening to 

them…[boosted the participants’] self-confidence.” Finally, another girl’s mother shared 

with us her surprise that her daughter had such confidence to get up and conduct the 

group: “I wasn’t sure how she was going to be with that… I thought she was just going to 

stand, being totally lost. But she absorbed, even though at some point it didn’t seem that 

she was listening and watching, she absorbed what the instructions were.” The 

opportunity to conduct proved to be an important component of the workshop by 

providing a leadership role (an uncommon occurrence for youth with special needs), as 

well as the opportunity to practice what they had learned during the workshops and to 

add individual variations and style. 

Lesson 5: The importance of collective and cooperative work

In addition to developing opportunities for individual expression and leadership, 

the workshops contributed to a powerful sense of community among the participants. 

This sense of group cohesion may have been, in part, a result of the participants working 
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towards the performance at the Guelph Jazz Festival. We were initially concerned about 

the public concert.  Not wishing to force this component on the children, we had 

emphasized the workshops as a fun chance to participate in improvisational music, an end 

in itself, with the concert as an optional extra, should the participants be interested. Yet, 

surprising to our team, all of the kids and their parents were completely excited about 

being part of the concert, were motivated to prepare for it, and did not seem fazed by the 

unfamiliar situation of being on stage, amid equipment, technicians, and a sizable 

audience. As one parent explained, he thought that the relaxed and unpressured 

atmosphere created by the artist facilitators allowed the young people not only to gain the 

confidence to perform in public, but also to focus intently on their music-making: 

“[During the performance] they were really more themselves, and you know, they were 

able to focus.” In the end, the final performance went extremely well and was very 

positively received. The youthful performers not only showed tremendous confidence, 

but they also displayed great listening and focus skills throughout the performance. 

[Note to editors: we will provide you with a link to a short video montage of the 

KidsAbility workshops and performance, produced with permission of the participants.] 

Finally, the workshops also fostered a sense of group camaraderie and cohesion.  

According to the staff organizer, feelings of collectivity are not always apparent in other 

educational and extra-curricular programs involving special needs kids: “Because of the 

communication difficulties and because of social difficulties, they may be in inclusive 

environments at school or with other programs, but they’re not always really part of the 

group. They don’t experience that sense of group cohesiveness as often, and sometimes 
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rarely, compared to what kids without disabilities do, and so I felt like [during the 

workshops and performance] we were a group, and I really think that they did too.” One 

parent noted that the sense of group cohesion among the youth also extended to the 

KidsAbility staff and parents, the university researchers, and the jazz festival. Such 

collaborative partnerships go a long way towards counteracting negative stereotypes and 

increasing acceptance of special needs children and teens: “As a society we need to come 

back to not doing those judgments . . . I think when you do start with the connections—

University, KidsAbility, and the Jazz Festival—and people see that more often, I think 

that people will appreciate the value that these people have to offer to the community.” 

Judith A. Jellison similarly observes that the social value of music programs is in 

transforming attitudes and perceptions towards children with disabilities: “the principle of 

social value is evident when children with disabilities have roles in music activities that 

lead to a decrease in negative stereotyping and an increase in the probability of positive 

perceptions, attitudes, and behaviors among persons without disabilities” (263). The Play 

Who You Are workshops set the stage for the youth to be able to express themselves and 

form a group identity that carried forward into the performance, allowing them truly to 

become an ensemble. 

Conclusion

We found that improvisation as pedagogy yields positive results by building 

cohesive partnerships among participants, artist facilitators, staff, volunteers, researchers, 

and parents, as well as increasing self-esteem, leadership, and social-esteem among this 

youth population. In this workshop series, learning did not just pass from the facilitators 
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to the students, but was predicated on mutual trust and democratic exchange, representing 

a shift away from traditional hierarchical modes of pedagogy. Working with a new 

population of students allowed the experienced artist facilitators to reevaluate their 

methods and meet their own limitations, as well as to demonstrate innovative strategies 

for classroom teaching and music curricula. As any educator will attest, breaking down 

received hierarchies is no easy task, but if we remain committed to the idea that teachers 

and students are simultaneously learners and knowledge-producers, then improvisation, 

as the data from our research suggests, may offer us a resonant and vibrant pedagogical 

model. 

What happens when improvisation as pedagogy fails? Sometimes these examples 

are frustratingly simple and discovered too late, such as when a participant’s sticks were 

too short for her and she could not easily play the chimes on the junkyard gamelan. This 

detail went unnoticed until a parent mentioned it after the fact. In optimal cases, potential 

problems were detected early and were accommodated through careful listening and a 

little humour. For example, Matana Roberts’s saxophone proved to be very loud for two 

young girls, and she responded by stuffing her neck scarf in the bell as a mute. This 

became a kind of joke between the facilitator and students, the girls covering their ears 

but giggling too. By gauging the participants’ reactions and injecting humour into her 

pedagogical practice, Matana demonstrated the flexibility, compassion, and sense of play 

that were instrumental to the success of the workshops. We need both to codify and to 

make available successful techniques for teaching improvisation, and we need to discover 

how best to embed improvisation in a variety of educational contexts. One of ICASP’s 
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long-term goals is to create a free online “improvisation tool kit” for educators, but 

additionally, we need to understand the particular needs and constraints faced by 

educational institutions and community groups. 

Many of the community groups working with aggrieved youth populations 

operate on limited budgets and resources, and opportunities for arts-based education are 

virtually impossible without community support and partnerships with other 

organizations. Given that collaboration is a principle of successful improvisation 

pedagogy, we need to think of ways to foster effective cooperation among individuals, 

community organizations, and educational institutions. We also need to create tools for 

analyzing the effectiveness of improvisation as pedagogy for the diverse experiences and 

needs of participants based on vectors such as race, ethnicity, socio-economic status, 

ability, and gender. Although we collected gender and ethnicity data in our study, we have 

not yet developed an analysis of these factors and thus I did not include them here.    

Improvisation as pedagogy, in short, speaks directly to the risks we need to take in 

education and in life in order to create opportunities for personal and social change. As I 

learned firsthand through observing and conversing with the artist facilitators, the artists 

discovered that they needed to be open to the advice of the staff and parents in order to 

make appropriate adaptations for the youth. At the same time, they maintained their own 

individual approaches, dealing with challenges as they came up with honesty and 

humour. The students also became active creative agents in the pedagogical process. 

When the students had the opportunity to become active participants in the production of 

knowledge, for example by contributing musical ideas, bringing in homemade 
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instruments, and conducting the rest of the group, they became active and curious 

listeners and responders. In various cases, they found the courage to do something they 

had never done before, such as the shy boy who discovered the kitchen sink, or the young 

conductor who had never before led a group. Such opportunities for personal 

development and mutual exchange inspire students, allowing them to acquire insight, 

cooperation, and understanding, as well as openness to unexpected outcomes and 

encounters. By becoming attentive listeners and playing who they are, they begin, in 

effect, to hear and play the world anew.      
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