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Abstract

Aim. The aim of this article is to analyse the role of musical interventions in support-
ing individuals with intellectual disabilities by presenting forms and methods of musi-
cal activities, reviewing empirical research findings, and discussing practical implications
for support systems.

Method and materials. The article adopts a theoretical and review-based approach. A lit-
erature analysis was conducted, including studies from the fields of special education,
psychology, music therapy, and neuroscience concerning the impact of music on the psy-
chosocial functioning of individuals with intellectual disabilities.

Results and conclusion. The reviewed studies indicate that musical interventions may
support cognitive development, emotional regulation, and social competences. Partici-

pation in musical activities has been associated with improvements in attention, sensory
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integration, reduction of challenging behaviours, and the development of interpersonal re-
lationships. However, the effectiveness of such interventions depends on the professional
preparation of facilitators, appropriate methodological choices, and the integration of mu-
sical activities with other forms of support. Music may therefore constitute an important
component of support systems and promote the social inclusion of individuals with

intellectual disabilities.

Keywords: intellectual disability, music therapy, music in education, psychosocial

support, special education, musical interventions

Abstrakt

Cel. Celem artykutu jest analiza roli interwencji muzycznych w systemach wspar-
cia dla 0s6b z niepetnosprawnoscia intelektualng. Punktem wyjscia jest zatozenie, ze mu-
zyka — dzigki swoim wiasciwo$ciom rytmicznym, emocjonalnym i spotecznym — moze
stanowi¢ istotne narzedzie wspierajace rozwoj oraz funkcjonowanie psychospoleczne tej
grupy osob. Artykut koncentruje si¢ na charakterystyce gtéwnych form i metod dziatan
muzycznych stosowanych w kontekstach edukacyjnych i terapeutycznych, takich jak
wspdlne $piewanie, rytmizacja czy rozne formy muzykoterapii.

Metody i materialy. Artykul przyjmuje podejscie teoretyczne i przegladowe. Anali-
za opiera si¢ na przegladzie literatury naukowej z zakresu pedagogiki specjalnej, psy-
chologii, muzykoterapii oraz neuronauki dotyczacej wptywu muzyki na funkcjonowa-
nie oso6b z niepelnosprawnoscia intelektualng. W badaniu przeanalizowano wybrane
prace empiryczne i teoretyczne opisujgce poznawcze, emocjonalne i spolteczne efekty
interwencji muzycznych.

Wyniki i wnioski. Analiza badan wskazuje, ze interwencje muzyczne moga wspiera¢
rozwoj poznawczy, regulacje emocji oraz kompetencje spoteczne. Udzial w dziataniach
muzycznych wiaze si¢ z poprawa koncentracji uwagi, integracji sensorycznej, redukcja
zachowan trudnych oraz rozwojem relacji interpersonalnych. Skuteczno$¢ takich inter-
wencji zalezy jednak od profesjonalnego przygotowania prowadzacych, odpowiedniego
doboru metod oraz integracji dzialan muzycznych z innymi formami wsparcia. Muzy-
ka moze zatem stanowi¢ wazny element systemow wsparcia i sprzyja¢ wlaczeniu spolecz-

nemu 0s0b z niepetnosprawnoscia intelektualng.

Stowa kluczowe: muzykoterapia, niepelnosprawno$¢ intelektualna, pedagogika spe-

cjalna, muzyka w edukacji, wsparcie psychospoteczne, interwencje muzyczne
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Introduction

For many decades, music has been a subject of interest for scholars represent-
ing various academic disciplines, including psychology, pedagogy, music therapy,
neurobiology, and the social sciences. This interest arises from the multidimensional
character of music’s influence on human beings. The structure of music encompasses
rhythmic, melodic, and harmonic elements, as well as emotional and social components
that may affect cognitive processes, emotional regulation, and interpersonal relation-
ships. The literature on the subject emphasises that music may serve both as a form
of artistic expression and as a tool supporting human development and psychosocial
functioning (Poéwierz-Marciniak, 2018).

The significance of musical influence becomes particularly evident in work with
individuals with intellectual disabilities, who often require integrated support in vari-
ous areas of functioning, including cognitive, emotional, social, and communicative
domains. Contemporary research indicates that musical interventions may support
the development of adaptive competencies, facilitate emotional regulation, and help
build interpersonal relationships. Due to its accessibility and engaging potential, music
may serve as a medium that enables participants’ activation, strengthens their sense
of agency, and fosters the development of creative expression (Klysz-Sokalska, 2025).
Contemporary theoretical approaches also emphasise that music should be perceived
not only as an aesthetic phenomenon but also as a tool for psychosocial and therapeutic
influence. Tia DeNora points out that music can function as a specific “technology
of the self,” enabling individuals to organise emotional experiences and regulate their
own psychological states (DeNora, 1999). From this perspective, musical activity
becomes an important element of processes that support development, social integration,
and the building of interpersonal relationships.

The application of music in work with individuals with intellectual disabilities
encompasses a wide range of methods and forms of activity. The most commonly
used include group singing, rthythmic activities and rhythmisation, active listening
to music, playing simple instruments, and various forms of music therapy-both act-
ive and receptive. The literature indicates that musical interventions may contribute
to improving the quality of life of individuals with intellectual disabilities, support
the development of cognitive and social competencies, and strengthen sensory inte-
gration. At the same time, the effectiveness of such interventions depends on many
factors, including the individual needs of participants, the organisation of activities,
the selection of musical repertoire, and the institutional context in which educational
and therapeutic activities are implemented.

The aim of this article is to analyse the role of music as a tool supporting the func-
tioning of individuals with intellectual disabilities. In particular, the study seeks
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to present the basic forms and methods of musical interventions, discuss the results
of empirical research concerning their effectiveness, and indicate practical implications
for specialists working in the fields of education, therapy, and social support.

The structure of the article consists of three main parts. The first part presents
the most important forms and methods of musical interventions used in work with indi-
viduals with intellectual disabilities. The second part is empirical in nature and focuses
on the analysis of research concerning the impact of musical interventions on the psy-
chosocial functioning of this group. The third part presents practical implications
related to the possibilities of using music in educational, therapeutic, and care institu-
tions. The adopted interdisciplinary perspective allows for highlighting the importance
of music as a significant element of the support system and for indicating directions
for further research on its application in work with individuals with intellectual disabili-
ties. Recent international studies confirm that music-based interventions may influence
neuroplasticity, executive functioning, and emotional regulation processes (Magee &
Stewart, 2015; Sihvonen et al., 2017; Thaut & Hoemberg, 2014). These findings situate
musical interventions within the broader field of evidence-based psychosocial support
and highlight their relevance in contemporary interdisciplinary research.

Forms and Methods of Musical Interventions in Work with
Individuals with Intellectual Disabilities

Music constitutes an important component of educational, therapeutic,
and developmental interventions undertaken in work with individuals with intellectual
disabilities. The subject literature emphasises that contact with music — both in active
and receptive forms-may support the development of cognitive, emotional, and social
competencies and facilitate the building of interpersonal relationships (Poéwierz-
Marciniak, 2018). Music is also often perceived as a medium that engages attention,
stimulates cognitive processes, and motivates participants to undertake shared activities,
which may strengthen social integration and a sense of belonging to a group (Greenberg
etal., 2021).

From the perspective of special education and music therapy, particular importance
is attributed to those forms of musical activity that can be adapted to the cognitive
and social capabilities of individuals with intellectual disabilities and implemented
in various contexts of support, including educational, therapeutic, and care settings
(Ryczkowska, 2024). One of the most frequently used forms of musical interven-
tion is group singing. It represents a natural mode of sound expression and, at the same
time, fosters the integration of participants and the development of a shared com-
munal experience. The repetition of melodic and rhythmic structures may facilitate
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the organisation of attention as well as the coordination of motor activities related
to articulation and breathing. Joint performance of musical pieces also creates a space
for the development of communication skills and the strengthening of interpersonal
relationships, which is particularly important in group work (Stachyra, 2012).

Rhythmic activities and rhythmisation also play a significant role in musical in-
terventions, as they use rhythm as a fundamental element of musical structure. These
activities include, among others, movement to music, clapping, repeating rhythmic
patterns, and using simple percussion instruments. In educational and therapeutic con-
texts, rhythm may support sensory integration, improve motor coordination, and help
organise participants’ physical activity (Ryczkowska, 2024). Rhythmisation also fosters
the creation of a safe environment for collective activity in which participants can ex-
perience cooperation and success.

Another form of activity involves playing simple musical instruments, particu-
larly percussion instruments such as drums, tambourines, maracas, or xylophones.
These instruments are easy to use and enable active participation in musical activities
for individuals with diverse cognitive abilities. Contact with an instrument provides
multisensory stimuli engaging auditory, tactile, and kinaesthetic perception while also
supporting the development of visuomotor coordination. In music therapy practice,
playing instruments may be used both in rhythmic exercises and in instrumental impro-
visation, thereby encouraging the development of a sense of agency and the planning
of actions (Stachyra, 2012).

Active listening to music constitutes another important form of intervention and be-
longs to receptive methods. In such cases, participants focus on listening to music
and responding to auditory stimuli. This method is particularly useful in work with
individuals who experience difficulties with verbal expression but respond emotionally
to musical stimuli. An appropriately selected repertoire may support attention concen-
tration, emotional regulation, and relaxation processes (Poéwierz-Marciniak, 2018).

A more advanced form of intervention is musical improvisation, both instrumental
and vocal. In music therapy, improvisation serves as an important tool for support-
ing creative expression and nonverbal communication. Therapeutic approaches such
as the Nordoff-Robbins method emphasise the possibility of engaging the creative
potential of the participant regardless of their level of ability or musical experience.
Improvisation may support the development of a sense of autonomy, strengthen self-
awareness, and facilitate the building of relationships between the therapist and the par-
ticipant through the joint creation of music (Stachyra, 2012).

In work with individuals with intellectual disabilities, elements of both active
and receptive music therapy are also increasingly employed. Music therapy is under-
stood as the intentional use of music and sound in the process of supporting devel-
opment, compensating for deficits, and improving the quality of life of participants
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involved in therapeutic interventions (Stachyra, 2012). The selection of music therapy
methods should always be adapted to the individual needs of participants and the goals
of therapeutic intervention, such as emotional regulation, the development of com-
munication competencies, or the strengthening of social functioning.

It should be emphasised that the described forms of musical interventions do not
function autonomously in practice. Their effectiveness depends on many factors, includ-
ing the competencies of the facilitator, the group context, and the adaptation of musical
material to the capabilities of participants. It is also important to skilfully combine active
and receptive elements within the process of educational and therapeutic work. There-
fore, incorporating musical activities into pedagogical practice requires conscious plan-
ning and consideration of individual differences in the functioning of individuals with
intellectual disabilities (Po¢wierz-Marciniak, 2018; Ryczkowska, 2024; Stachyra, 2012).
Comparable forms of musical interventions are described in international literature,
where group singing, rthythmic training, and improvisation are applied in educational
and therapeutic contexts across diverse cultural settings. This confirms the cross-cultural
applicability of music-based interventions and their consistency with contemporary
models of psychosocial support (Magee & Stewart, 2015; Thaut & Hoemberg, 2014).

The Impact of Musical Interventions on the Psychosocial Functioning
of Individuals with Intellectual Disabilities: An Empirical Perspective

In the scientific literature, there is growing interest in the empirical analysis of the ef-
fects of musical interventions directed toward individuals with intellectual disabilities.
Research indicates that music, due to its temporal, modal, and rhythmic structure,
can influence key areas of psychosocial functioning, such as cognitive, emotional,
communicative, and social competencies (Vuust et al., 2022). Numerous studies have
demonstrated that participation in musical activities contributes to improvements in at-
tention, organisation of actions, memory, and learning abilities, while also supporting
processes of emotional regulation (Poé¢wierz-Marciniak, 2018). Musical interventions
may take various forms; however, regardless of the specific method applied, they
often lead to the strengthening of affective regulation processes and the development
of participants’ social competencies. This perspective is also supported by studies
indicating that musical expression may reflect complex emotional states and facilitate
the articulation of difficult or socially inhibited experiences (Piotrowski, 2024). Findings
from neuropsychological research and case studies suggest that musical activity may
support both improved cognitive functioning and increased readiness to engage in social
interactions (Koelsch, 2014; Kruczynska & Kurkowski, 2013). Recent systematic
reviews indicate that music-based interventions may support neural plasticity and en-
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hance cognitive flexibility, particularly through mechanisms of rhythmic entrainment
and auditory-motor coupling (Sihvonen et al., 2017; Thaut, 2015).

One of the most frequently analysed areas of music’s influence concerns cogni-
tive competencies, particularly memory, attention, and executive functions. Studies
conducted among individuals with intellectual disabilities have shown that regular
participation in musical activities involving rhythmisation and the repetition of sound
sequences may contribute to improved concentration and the development of working
memory (Ryczkowska, 2024). The structural properties of music facilitate the organ-
isation of information and support learning processes by engaging auditory memory
and mechanisms of sound prediction. Research on the use of music with a clear rhythmic
structure among children and adolescents with developmental disorders further indicates
that repetitive sound sequences may support sensory integration processes and facilitate
the formation of motor patterns (Srinivasan, 2013).

Another important domain influenced by music is emotional functioning. Music
may facilitate mood regulation, reduce emotional tension, and limit so-called chal-
lenging behaviour. Neuropsychological studies indicate that the perception of music
activates brain structures responsible for emotional processing, including elements
of the limbic system (Koelsch, 2014). Appropriately selected musical stimuli may
influence the intensity of experienced emotions and support processes of emotional
self-regulation. In therapeutic practice, receptive music therapy based on the selective
choice of musical works is used, among other purposes, to reduce anxiety and sup-
port relaxation states among individuals with more profound intellectual disabilities
(Galinska, 2011; Stachyra, 2012). In this way, music may serve as a safe channel
for emotional expression among individuals who experience difficulties in verbally
expressing their feelings.

Another important area concerns social functioning. Research on group forms
of musical activity indicates that musical actions foster the development of interpersonal
relationships, cooperation skills, and improvements in the quality of social communica-
tion (Greenberg et al., 2021). Phenomena such as motor and vocal synchronisation, joint
performance of thythms, or group singing strengthen the sense of belonging to a group
and increase the willingness to engage in social interaction. Musical interventions based
on group activities also promote the development of communication competencies,
as music creates a natural space for nonverbal contact and shared experience.

Studies conducted among adults with moderate intellectual disabilities have shown
that regular participation in active music therapy sessions may contribute to increased
spontaneity in social interactions and a reduction in isolating behaviour. An important
component of musical interventions is creative expression, which remains closely related
to participants’ sense of autonomy and agency. Individuals with intellectual disabilities
participating in instrumental or vocal improvisations may experience satisfaction from
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engaging in creative activities, which fosters the strengthening of self-confidence
and the development of self-awareness. Research on the Nordoff~Robbins method
indicates that musical improvisation conducted in a manner adapted to the participant’s
abilities may support the development of interpersonal relationships and strengthen
individual psychological resources (Stachyra, 2012).

Empirical analyses also emphasise the importance of factors mediating the effec-
tiveness of musical interventions. Among the most important are the quality of the re-
lationship between the therapist and the participant, the organisation of activities,
and the selection of musical material. Research also indicates that the effectiveness
of musical interventions depends on the frequency and regularity of sessions as well
as on the environment in which they are conducted (Ryczkowska, 2024; Stachyra, 2012).

A review of empirical studies therefore, indicates that musical interventions may
constitute an important element in supporting the psychosocial functioning of individu-
als with intellectual disabilities. Their effectiveness results not only from the properties
of music as a sensory-emotional medium but also from the possibility of adapting forms
of musical activity to the individual needs of participants. The growing body of research
confirms the importance of music in processes of cognitive development, emotional
regulation, and the formation of social relationships, emphasising its interdisciplin-
ary character and its practical potential within support systems for individuals with
intellectual disabilities.

Practical Implications of Using Musical Interventions in the Support
System for Individuals with Intellectual Disabilities

Contemporary models of support for individuals with intellectual disabilities
emphasise the need to integrate educational, therapeutic, and social interventions
within a coherent system of services implemented in institutions such as special
and inclusive schools, rehabilitation and educational centres, occupational therapy
workshops, community support centres, social welfare homes, and non-governmental
organisations (Ryczkowska, 2024). In this context, musical activities-including music
therapy and music education classes-constitute an important component of support
aimed at development, rehabilitation, and improving quality of life. In practice, a wide
spectrum of forms of musical engagement is used, such as singing, playing instruments,
movement activities with music, music-based relaxation, and listening to repertoire
selected according to the participants’ abilities and needs (Po¢wierz-Marciniak, 2018;
Ryczkowska, 2024).

For musical activities to be recognised as therapeutic interventions, they must
be purposeful, planned, and embedded within a broader program of interventions
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rather than treated merely as recreational activities (Cylulko, 2003; Galinska, 2005).
The implementation of such activities also requires the competencies of facilitators
and the organisational preparedness of institutions. It is emphasised that a music therapist
should possess both musical competencies (including performance skills, improvisation,
and repertoire selection) and psychological and pedagogical knowledge enabling them
to understand the specific functioning of individuals with intellectual disabilities as well
as their emotional and social needs (Cylulko, 2003; Galinska, 2005). Attention is also
drawn to the need for the standardisation of professional training and for clearly distin-
guishing professional music therapy from music education and general music activities,
which relates to the quality and safety of interventions (Cylulko, 2011). At the same
time, it is noted that special educators, music teachers, and occupational therapists may
responsibly incorporate elements of developmental music therapy, provided that they
possess basic knowledge about the aims, limitations, and principles of this form of work
(Cylulko, 2011; Knapik-Szweda, 2014).

At the organisational level, it is necessary to create conditions conducive to active
participation, including small groups, appropriately structured session durations, suitable
spaces, and access to instruments and materials supporting the achievement of thera-
peutic goals (Ryczkowska, 2024). In practice, small groups are particularly beneficial
because they allow for ongoing monitoring of participants’ functioning and flexible
adaptation of the course of activities. Acoustic safety is also an important requirement,
especially in relation to individuals with sensory hypersensitivity. A significant role
is played by the selection of musical material, which should take into account the par-
ticipants’ level of intellectual functioning, perceptual abilities, and musical preferences.
In work with individuals with intellectual disabilities, it is recommended to combine
a culturally rooted repertoire (e.g., traditional songs) with simple compositions char-
acterised by a clear thythmic and melodic structure, which facilitates active musical
participation and helps structure the course of activities (Po¢wierz-Marciniak, 2018).

From the perspective of the support system, it is also important to incorporate
musical activities into broader programs of social activation and integration. Music may
strengthen the sense of belonging, meaning, and agency through participation in group
forms of artistic expression (Biela, 2015). In the context of individuals with intel-
lectual disabilities, such activities may create opportunities for cooperation and expe
riencing success within choirs, ensembles, artistic projects, or integrative workshops
(Biela, 2015). The most effective outcomes are achieved when musical interventions
are integrated with other forms of support; psychological, educational, and rehabili-
tative-within the framework of interdisciplinary teamwork. Such an approach enables
a coherent influence on adaptive competencies, emotional self-regulation, and social
participation, while also facilitating the continuation of activities beyond institutional
settings in the local community (Ryczkowska, 2024).
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An essential element of practice is the evaluation of the effectiveness of musical
interventions. Researchers emphasise the need to combine quantitative indicators (e.g.,
behavioural observation scales) with qualitative assessment that take into account
the perspectives of participants as well as their families and caregivers. Comparative
studies show that individuals with intellectual disabilities may respond to musical
stimuli differently than individuals without disabilities, which should be considered
when selecting criteria for evaluating outcomes (Hooper ef al., 2011). In practice,
systematic documentation of the goals and course of activities, as well as observed
changes in participation, initiative, behaviour, and the quality of interpersonal relation-
ships, is recommended. Additionally, the analysis of audiovisual material may be useful,
as it allows for capturing subtle changes in expression and interaction that are difficult
to record using only traditional research tools (Hooper et al., 2011).

In summary, the effective implementation of musical interventions within the support
system for individuals with intellectual disabilities requires a systemic, interdisciplinary,
and evidence-based approach. Key factors include the professionalisation of activities,
clearly defined objectives, appropriate organisational conditions, and reliable evalua-
tion of outcomes. Such an approach makes it possible to utilise the potential of music
as a tool supporting development and social participation (Cylulko, 2003; Ryczkowska,
2024; Stachyra, 2012). Such an approach is consistent with international professional
standards developed by organisations such as the World Federation of Music Therapy
(WFMT) and the European Music Therapy Confederation (EMTC), which emphasise
ethical responsibility, methodological rigour, and evidence-based practice in the imple-
mentation of music-based interventions.

Conclusion and Implications

Based on the analysis of both national and international literature, music occupies
a significant place in the support system for individuals with intellectual disabilities, both
in theoretical and practical terms. Musical interventions may serve as tools that stimu-
late cognitive, emotional, and social development, while at the same time creating
a space for aesthetic, symbolic, and relational experience that goes beyond traditionally
understood educational and therapeutic goals. The multidimensional nature of music
facilitates the integration of different areas of human functioning and supports the de-
velopment of relationships based on participation, dialogue, and mutual understanding.

From a theoretical perspective, contemporary biopsychosocial and ecological
models emphasise the need to understand intellectual disability not solely in terms
of deficits, but also in relation to the resources and potential of the individual, as well
as their emotional, social, and cultural needs. In this context, music constitutes a par-
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ticularly suitable medium for strengthening adaptive competencies and supporting
the subjectivity and agency of individuals with intellectual disabilities.

An analysis of empirical research findings-both national and international-indicates
the beneficial impact of musical interventions in several key areas of functioning.
Participation in musical activities is associated with improvements in attention con-
centration, working memory, and sensory integration, as well as with better emotional
regulation and a reduction in challenging behaviour. At the same time, the literature
emphasises that these effects are mediated by factors such as the quality of the therapist—
participant relationship, the organisation of the environment, and the nature and intensity
of musical stimuli. This highlights the need for the conscious design of interventions
and their individualisation.

From a practical perspective, the professionalisation of musical activities is of fun-
damental importance. This includes clearly defining the role of the music therapist
and incorporating music into systemic support programs implemented in educational,
care, and therapeutic institutions. Ensuring effectiveness requires the provision of ad-
equate organisational resources (including appropriate facilities, musical instruments,
and work in small groups) as well as the development of coherent evaluation proce-
dures that allow for reliable assessment of outcomes. The importance of interdisciplinary
cooperation should also be emphasised, as only the integration of musical interventions
with other forms of support enables the full use of music’s potential in developing adaptive
competencies and improving the quality of life of individuals with intellectual disabilities.

In a broader perspective, music may also function as a cultural and inclusive medium
that promotes social participation and the development of local communities based
on reciprocity, respect, and dialogue. Musical activities may create spaces in which
individuals with intellectual disabilities are not merely recipients of support but also
active co-creators of artistic and relational practices, thereby expanding traditional
understandings of therapy and education.

The conclusions drawn from the presented analyses indicate that musical interven-
tions should be treated as an integral component of the support system, not as an ad-
ditional activity, but as an element of educational, therapeutic, and social practices
implemented in a purposeful, responsible, and evidence-based manner. At the same
time, further research appears justified and necessary, particularly in the following
areas: 1) deepening knowledge about the mechanisms through which music influences
individuals with intellectual disabilities, 2) developing and comparing innovative inter-
vention models, including those involving new technologies, and 3) evaluating the long-
term effects of musical interventions in different institutional and community contexts.
Musical interventions may therefore be conceptualised not as supplementary activit-
ies but as essential elements of interdisciplinary and evidence-based support systems
that contribute to the development of adaptive competencies and social participation.
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