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DEVELOPMENT OF CHILDREN’S SINGING VOICE 
 
 

ANDREA ASZTALOS1 
 
 

SUMMARY. The purpose of this paper is to present which are the most 
common children’ singing voice production problems and to demonstrate 
what role it is the posture, articulation, breathing, movements, imaginations 
and vocal warm-ups in correction of children’s vocal production problems. 
The research methods used included observations and self-studies. 100 
school children participated in this study. This research identified five key 
vocal production problems: 1. singing exclusively in the chest register;  
2. “compressed” singing voice; 3. “too airy” or “veiled” voice; 4. “skinny” voice; 
5. out-of-tune singing. The reasons for and the characteristics of several 
different kinds of vocal production issues and several remedial exercises 
for them are described in this paper.  

 
Keywords: children, development, singing ability, singing voice, vocal 
problems 

 
 

Background 
 

The Kodály Concept of Music Education is a way of developing 
musical skills and teaching musical concepts beginning in very young children. 
Its methodology utilizes folk songs, Curwen hand signs, illustrations, movable-
do, sol-fa, and rhythm symbols and syllables. It was first introduced in Hungary 
but is now used in many countries, either alone or in combination with other 
approaches. The voice is the main musical instrument of this way of teaching. 
In Kodály’s own words, singing connected with movement and action is a 
much more ancient—and, at the same time—more complex phenomenon 
than is a simple song. Various rhythm and tonal instruments are also used, 
including simple xylophones and recorders. Although Kodály instruction is 
sequential, the materials used in teaching musical concepts vary depending on 

                                                            
1 Department of Music Education, Juhász Gyula Faculty of Education, University of Szeged, 

Szeged, Hungary, Assistant Professor, E-mail: asztalos.andrea@szte.hu 
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the age of the student. The general sequence may be simplified as: listen – 
sing – understand – read and write – create.2  

We should first learn to love music as human sound and as a life-
enriching experience. Kodály addressed the efficacy of teaching singing 
before teaching an instrument. The voice is the most natural instrument and 
one which every person possesses. Kodály called singing “the essence” of 
this concept. Singing is a powerful means of musical expression. What we 
produce by ourselves is better learned; and there is a stronger feeling of 
success and accomplishment. Learning through singing should precede 
instrumental training because it is in the child’s best interest to understand 
the basics of reading music before beginning the difficult task of learning 
the technique of an instrument. Singing best develops the inner musical ear. If 
we ourselves sing often, this provides a deep experience of happiness in 
music. Through our own musical activities, we learn to know the pulsation, 
rhythm, and shape of melody. Such enjoyment encourages the study of 
instruments and listening to other pieces of music as well.3  

In the classroom we can encourage singing for enjoyment and at 
the same time promote correct intonation and proper singing tone. The 
instructor’s vocal example can significantly improve students’ singing and 
the development of good vocal intonation. Young voices have less volume, 
less endurance, and naturally higher ranges than adult voices. The adult 
instructor must modify his or her voice to accommodate this. A cappella 
singing will allow children to hear their own voices and enjoy active music 
making. Kodály addressed the importance of a cappella singing in the 
music classroom as well as in choral rehearsals and performances. Kodály 
believed that music should belong to everyone and not just to a musical 
elite. It is the right of every citizen to be taught the basic elements of music, 
to be handed the key with which he can enter the locked world of music. To 
open the ear and heart of millions to serious music is a great thing.4  
 

Development of Singing Ability 
 
The foundations of singing development originate in the auditory 

and affective experiences of the developing foetus during the final months of 
gestation, particularly in relation to the earliest perception of melodic variations 
in the mother’s voice. As the mother speaks or sings, the prosodic features of 
her voice (melody and rhythm) are conveyed to the developing foetus by 
                                                            
2 Kodály, Zoltán. Hungarian Music Education. In F. Bónis (Ed.), The Selected Writings of Zoltán 

Kodály. London: Boosey & Hawkes (Original work published 1945) 1974, pp. 152-156. 
3 Kodály, Zoltán. Who is a good musician. In F. Bónis (Ed.), The Selected Writings of Zoltán 

Kodály. London: Boosey & Hawkes (Original work published 1953) 1974, pp. 193-196. 
4 Kodály, Zoltán. Hungarian Music Education. In F. Bónis (Ed.), The Selected Writings of Zoltán 

Kodály. London: Boosey & Hawkes (Original work published 1945) 1974, pp. 152-156. 
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the sound waves that transfer through her body tissue and that also are 
reflected from surfaces in her immediate environment. At the same time, 
the mother’s affective state as she speaks, or sings is encoded hormonally 
in her bloodstream through neuroendocrine activity. This emotional state is 
believed to be experienced by the foetus relatively concomitantly with the sound 
of the mother’s voice because of an interfacing of the foetal and maternal 
bloodstreams.5 The outcome is an interweaving of acoustic (prosodic/melodic) 
and emotional experiences pre-birth that are likely to underpin the developing 
infant’s subsequent interactions post-birth with the sounds of the maternal 
culture. For example, our ability to determine particularly strong emotions in 
vocal behaviors in speech and singing.6 7 8 Is likely to originate in these 
earliest dual-channel (acoustic-affect) experiences and, arguably, to create a 
certain bias towards the association of particular vocal timbres with positive 
and negative feelings. (termed “emotional capital”9) Six-month old, for example, 
exhibit endocrine (cortisol) changes after listening to their mothers singing10 
becoming calmed when upset and more alert when sleepy. 

The common roots of singing and speaking are the nonverbal 
vocalizations of the infant, which are an immediate expression of his-her 
basic feelings. Parents intuitively tune in to the child’s noises to establish 
communication with the infant. These child-directed vocalizations are called 
“motherese” and can be seen as a prelinguistic alphabet.11 These vocalized 
communications represent at the same time prelinguistic and premusical 
means of expressions.  

The earliest vocal behavior is crying. It contains all, of the ingredients 
of subsequent vocalization, including singing, with variations in intensity 
and pitch, as well as rhythmic patterning and phrasing.12 Usually by the age 
of two months, cooing and vowel-like sounds are already in evidence and 
being shaped by the maternal culture.13 Aspects of “musical babbling” that 
                                                            
5 Welch, G. F. Singing as communication. In D. Miell, R. MacDonald & D. J. Hargreaves 

(Eds.), Musical Communication. New York: Oxford University Press. 2005a, pp.239-259. 
6 Johnstone, T., & Scherer, K.R. Vocal communication of emotion. In M. Lewis & J.M. 

Haviland-Jones (Eds.), Handbook of emotions. New York: Guildford Press. 2000, pp. 220-235. 
7 Sundberg, J. Emotive transforms. Phonetica, 57, 2000, pp. 95-112. 
8 Nawrot, E.S. The perception of emotional expression in music: evidence from infants, 

children and adults. Psychology of Music, 31(1), 2003, pp. 75-92. 
9 Welch, G. F. Singing as communication. In D. Miell, R. MacDonald & D. J. Hargreaves 

(Eds.), Musical Communication. New York: Oxford University Press. 2005a, pp. 239-259. 
10 Trehub, S.E. Musical predispositions in infancy. In R. J. Zatorre & I. Peretz (Eds.), The 

Biological Foundations of Music (Vol. 930). New York: Annals of the New York Academy 
of Sciences. 2001, pp. 1-16. 

11 Papousek, H. „Musicality in infancy research: Biological and cultural origins of early 
musicality”. In I. Deliége & J. A. Sloboda (Eds), Musical beginings: Origins and development 
of musical competence. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 1996, pp. 37-55. 

12 Vihman, M.M. Phonological development. Oxford: Blackwell. 1996. 
13 Ruzza, B., Rocca, F., Boero, D.L., & Lenti, C. Investigating the musical qualities of early 

infant sounds. In G. Avanzini, C. Faienza, D. Minciacchi, L. Lopez, & M. Majno (Eds.), 



ANDREA ASZTALOS 
 
 

 
42 

contain definite musical features, such as pitch and rhythmic patterns, are 
also generally apparent from two months onwards.14 Their incidence and 
quality appear to be related positively to the amount of time devoted to daily 
singing behaviors by the mother the greater the amount of maternal 
singing, the increased likelihood of earlier musical babbling. By the age of 
three to four months, the infant is, able to imitate his mother’s exaggerated 
prosodic contours that characterize infant-mother interaction.15 Vocal play 
emerges around the ages of four to six months.16 By the age of one year, 
infants are sufficiently cued into the language of the maternal culture for 
elements to be reflected in their own vocalizations. 

A few authors agree on the fact that most of these melodic contours 
consist of descending glissando figures after the first 3 or 4 months of life.17 
Papousek18 describes four different types of melodic contours of vocalization in 
early childhood (descending, ascending - descending, ascending and complex, 
and repeated ascending and descending), the frequency of which depends 
on the age of the infant and the situational context. Descending contours 
prevail in the first months of life, but later the melodic contours become 
more varied, and the proportion of other contours increases.  

The first year of life is characterized by a shaping of the infant’s vocal 
production through interaction with the acoustic characteristics of maternal 
culture. Parents, for example, typically employ rich musical properties when 
interacting with infants: they speak and sing at higher pitch levels, use a 
wider pitch range, longer pauses, often at a slower rate, and use smooth, 
simple, but highly modulated intonation contours.19 20 21 In general, the first 
year of life is characterized by increasingly diverse vocal activity. The first 

                                                            
The neurosciences and music (Vol. 999). New York: Annals of the New York Academy of 
Sciences. 2003, pp. 527-529. 

14 Tafuri, J., & Villa, D. Musical elements in the vocalisations of infants aged 2 to 8 months. 
British Journal of Music Education, 19(1), 2002, pp. 73-88. 

15 Masataka, N. Pitch characteristics of Japanese maternal speech to infants. Journal of 
Child Language 19, 1992, pp. 213-223. 

16 Papousek, M. Intuitive parenting: a hidden source of musical stimulation in infancy. In  
I. Deliege & J. Sloboda (Eds.), Musical Beginnings. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
1996, pp. 88-112. 

17 Fox, D. B. An analysis of the pitch characteristics of infant vocalizations. Psychomusicology, 9, 
1990, pp. 21-30. 

18 Papousek, M. Vom ersten Schrei zum ersten Wort. Anfänge der Sprachentwicklung in der 
vorsprachlichen Kommunikation. Bern: Huber. 1994. 

19 Thurman, L., & Welch, G.F. (Eds.). Bodymind and Voice: Foundations of Voice Education. 
Revised Edition. Iowa City, Iowa: National Center for Voice and Speech. 2000. 

20 Welch, G. F. The musical development and education of young children. In B. Spodek & 
O. Saracho (Eds.), Handbook of Research on the Education of Young Children. Mahwah, 
N.J.: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates Inc. 2005b, pp. 251-267. 

21 Welch, G.F. Singing and Vocal Development.  In: G. McPherson (Ed.), The Child as 
Musician, New York: Oxford University Press. 2006, pp.311-329.  
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vocalizations of infancy, with their communication of affective state (discomfort 
and distress, then also comfort and distress), are expanded to include quasi 
melodic features (2-4 months), developing vocal control (4-7 months), with 
vocal pitch behaviors that are directly linked to the prosodic features of the 
mother tongue. By the end of the first year of life, it becomes possible to 
separate singing and speaking in the preverbal vocalizations of most children. 
Children themselves experiment with the voice and seem to try out its range 
and possibilities in “vocal play”.22   

It is possible to understand vocal play in Piagetian terminology as a 
kind of sensorimotor play. This kind of behavior typically appears between 
the 12th and the 18th month of life. The two fundamental cognitive processes 
that underlie vocal play and imitation are assimilation and accommodation.23 
Accommodation takes place when children are trying to adapt their imagination 
and vocal expression to a given model such as the phrase of a song. 
Assimilation occurs when children receive new information (a new melody) 
and integrate it into an already-existing schema.  

Another kind of singing was characterized by Dowling24 as an 
articulation of syllables with vowels that are slightly prolonged and appear 
on stable pitches. The author also observed a sequential organization of the 
song, referring to more, or less stabilized tonal patterns. According to Dowling, 
the first actual singing can be observed between the 6th and the 18th month 
of life. At first, these glissando-like improvisations on single syllables occupy 
only a narrow pitch range. Later they turn into recognizable songs, often with a 
sequential organization of the sounds. Thus, a typical song of an 18-month-
old-child consists of a frequently repeated phrase with a steady melodic contour 
at a continuously changing level of pitch. The song is quite often interrupted by 
breathing; however, its rhythmic scheme usually remains within the phrase 
and sometimes even stretches over several phrases. These songs are often 
derived from the rhythm of spoken language.  

In their second year of life, children are, able to sing single short 
phrases of a song, frequently turning them into spontaneous improvisations 
and repeating them quite often.25 Microtonal figures in spontaneous singing 
slowly make way for more accurate intervals, resulting in an overall impression 

                                                            
22 Stadler Elmer, S. Kinder singen Lieder: Über den Prozess der Kultivierung des vokalen 

Ausdrucks. Münster: Waxmann. 2002. 
23 Stadler Elmer, S. Kinder singen Lieder: Über den Prozess der Kultivierung des vokalen 

Ausdrucks. Münster: Waxmann. 2002. 
24 Dowling, W. J. The development of music perception and cognition. In D. Deutsch (Ed.), 

The Psychology of Music, 2nd Edition, London: Academic Press.1999, pp. 603-625. 
25 Gembris, H. The development of musical abilities. In: Colwell, R. (Eds): MENC handbook 

of musical cognition, Oxford University Press, New York, 2006. 
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that is clearly related to the diatonic system.26 Between the ages of 3 and 4, 
children combine different songs and song fragments into something like a 
medley. They can repeat songs they hear and increase phrase contour of 
the presented song by trial and error. Other researchers observed that 
children could reproduce all, of the lyrics, the main rhythms, also the formal 
segments of a song starting at the age of 4.27  

Singing development in preschool is characterized by an increasing 
interaction with the sounds of the previously experienced maternal culture. 
This interaction is reflected in a mosaic of different singing behaviors that 
are evidenced between the ages of one and five years. They relate to the 
young child’s inquisitive, playful, creative, and spontaneous nature as they 
engage with and make sense of their “local” musical world. The variety of 
vocalizations includes: two-year-old’ repetition of brief phrases with identifiable 
rhythmic and melodic contour patterns28, three-year-old’ vocal interplay 
between spontaneous improvisation and selected elements from the dominant 
song culture, which are termed “potpourri” songs29, and “outline songs”30 in 
which the nature of the figurative shape of the sung melodic contour (its 
“schematic” contour) is thought to reflect the current level of the young 
child’s understanding of tonal relationships.31 

According to Stadler32, the different concurrent theoretical approaches 
to the development of singing can be categorized into three groups. The first 
group comprises the speech-dominated theories of sequence. The principal 
argument here is that songs are learned in a certain order, namely, lyrics, 
rhythm, melody contour/phrases, precise intervals.33 34 35 A second group 
                                                            
26 Moog, H. The musical experience of the pre-school child. (trans. C. Clarke). Schott, 

London, 1976. 
27 Shuter-Dyson, R, Gabriel, C. The psychology of musical ability. London: Methuen. 1981. 
28 Dowling, W. J. The development of music perception and cognition. In D. Deutsch (Ed.), 

The Psychology of Music, 2nd Edition. Academic Press, London, 1999, pp. 603-625. 
29 Moog, H. (1976). The musical experience of the pre-school child. (trans. C. Clarke). 

London: Schott. 
30 Hargreaves, D.J. The development of artistic and musical competence. In I. Deliege &  

J. Sloboda (Eds.), Musical Beginnings. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 1996, pp. 145-170. 
31 Davidson, L. Songsinging by young and old: a developmental approach to music. In  

R. Aiello with J. Sloboda (Eds.), Musical Perceptions. New York: Oxford University Press, 
1994, pp. 99-130. 

32 Stadler, S. Spiel und Nachahmung: Über die Entwicklung der elementaren musikalischen 
Aktivitäten. Aarau: Nepomuk, 2000. 

33 Hargreaves, D. J. The developmental psychology of music. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1986. 

34 Moog, H. The musical experience of the pre-school child. (trans. C. Clarke). London: Schott, 
1976. 

35 Welch, G.F., White, P. „The developing voice Education and vocal efficiency – A physical 
perspective”. Council for Research in Music Education, Bull. no. 119, 1994, pp. 146-156. 


