
Playing with Vocal Processing Technologies in Lockdown, Roshi Nasehi 
 
 
For some years I have explored the creative and educational possibilities 
afforded by using vocal processing technologies to make music for theatre, 
film and in creative workshops. The results in SEND and refugee workshops in 
particular have been pretty astonishing. Over the years, I have 
supported children with speech delay and selective mutism, helping to break 
their silence, using effects like looping and putting their voices through echo and 
robot voice settings for self-expression, role-play and storytelling. 
 
My own five-year-old child has autism, which also involves significant language 
delay and social communication difficulties. Inevitably I wondered how he would 
respond to these workshop approaches at home and lockdown seemed the right 
moment to test them out. 
 
As with other parents, I sang to him everyday from when he was born: every 
nappy change, toothbrush time or bedtime seems fitting for a lively or soothing 
song with a baby. I think these song interactions served a deeper purpose for my 
child because he sang before saying anything at all. Music continues to be a 
major source of communication and expression between us. 
 
Every day, I cherish the way his little fluttering soprano voice effortlessly adapts 
to wide range of material. This encompasses songs he remembers from 
wonderful music sessions with Becky Dixon at Beanstalk Arts, tunes from his 
past days at nursery and his new song-punctuated schedule in reception 
class. These are interspersed with melodic fragments from Raffi, Pete Seeger, 
Bob Dylan, Simon and Garfunkel, Daft Punk, Laurie Anderson, Ella Fitzgerald, 
The Mills Brothers and more. 
 
Recently my son has also become enchanted with various Kraftwerk 
tracks that we play to him at home. I notice him trying to recreate the timbral 
effect as well as the melodic lines when he recreates the records, which also led 
me to wonder how he would respond to a microphone put through effects. While 
he can be prescriptive about how I join in with him (“mummy copy”) he has 
learnt that there is reward in connection and interaction. Music and play have 
been the key supports for reinforcing this to him. 
 
It’s a rainy lockdown morning. We’ve had a bit of a jam with ukulele and hand 
percussion already as we do most days. His favourite song at the moment is a 
version of Ten In The Bed which involves stuffed animals flying around the 
room, complete with elaborate routines about where they each hurt themselves, 
how we should cuddle and comfort them better, and how they should cuddle and 
comfort each other better. On this particular day, after we have been though this 
routine and our other usual cohort of favourite songs, I introduce the idea of 
“play with the microphone”. 
 
From the moment I start setting up the vocal processor, he seems intrigued. 
Inevitably it takes a while to realise that the ice cream-shaped Beta 58 does not 



need to go right in his mouth. It also takes him a while to realise that the 
microphone will do its job of amplifying him without the need to shout down it, 
though there is of course the visceral thrill of this kind of flagrant noise-making 
for most children presented with a microphone. The excitement of hearing his 
voice in that larger-than-life state, bouncing around the room, makes him surge 
with joy and energy. 
 
I show him the different settings like echo and delay effects, and see him using 
his voice really creatively, deploying whispers and animal sounds to make 
soundscapes. These are the kind of bright, opulent compositions that can only be 
made from children’s voices. 
 
I soon realise that, ironically, the delay effect needs to happen quickly so that he 
can feel his voice swimming in it soon after vocalising. But a slightly longer delay 
than the preset echo makes it possible to pass the microphone back and forth 
between us and create layers of soundscape that linger for longer. Of course he 
finds it difficult to pass the microphone back to me at all, but a slower rate of 
decay makes it more possible for this more advanced stage of interaction 
The harmoniser and radio effect encourage role play ( “telephone, who’s there?” 
) and the robot effect makes him fall on the floor with laughter. He does what 
every kid seems to do with the robot effect: to put on a mechanical voice when 
talking through it. Obviously this is not necessary but he itches to say as much as 
he can into the robot voice: repeating phrases from our diary, CBeebies 
shows and favourite songs. But most importantly, he is sharing the enjoyment 
with me. There is lots of eye contact and he wants me to be in on the joke.  
When he sees that I share his joy, he beams. 
 
My little boy recently started doing Floortime therapy and I’m conscious of what 
his therapist said about his desire for me to join in with various scripts again and 
again: “he’s trying to recreate the connection with you”. 
 
He needs help pushing the loop pedal, but pushing it is also very pleasing for 
him. We don’t use screens very much at home but in this digital age when 
buttons are becoming obsolete, even at traffic lights, the simple pleasure of 
pushing is very satisfying. This applies to both of us but it is especially gratifying 
for him as a sensory-seeking child with tactile, vestibular (relating to movement) 
and propriocpetive (relating to body positition) sensory needs. 
 
We continue to “play with the microphone” on several other occasions through 
lockdown and after he goes back to school. The soundscapes get longer and 
sharing becomes easier. He seems to realise that the echo sound offers more 
scope for experimenting and he asks for this setting first, spending longer 
exploring his voice through this effect than any other. The experience seems to 
stay with him. One morning, from his seat in the back of my boyfriend’s car he 
sings “hello, hello, hello, hello” fading his voice with each greeting until they 
dissolve to a whisper. Under the live, reverberating bridge in Ladywell Fields 
where we usually clap and exchange spoken and sung vowel sounds and funny 
faces, he now always includes a shout out of the word “echo”. He has made the 



connection with what we were doing at home. And now, he knows there is a 
snazzy bit of kit waiting that can recreate our under the bridge play. 
In the past I used this technology with children who had a range of difficulties 
including selective mutism, notably when working in Cherry Trees BESD school 
on projects for Sing Up and Spitalfields Music. The teachers there were the most 
inspiring and dedicated group of teachers I have ever worked with, supporting 
primary aged boys with complex social and emotional difficulties. The 
assumption would be of a group of children full of rage, having outbursts. While 
there was a bit of that, there was also just as many instances of children shying 
away and hiding under tables and chairs. 
 
The vocal processor seemed to make vocalising self-expression 'safe' for children 
like these. Their voices could be transformed to sound like robots or aliens. They 
didn’t have to expose their real voices and could safely role-play. Vocal 
processing beautifully taps into a stage of imaginative play that many children in 
BESD and SEND settings may have missed out on. It is an opportunity to 
transform and escape into a new space sonically and emotionally. I would 
interview children assuming robot characters. Sometimes they played the role 
of benign helpful robots and sometimes, mischievous robots. The children could 
be ‘safely naughty’ in this guise. 
 
In the WNYC radiolab show Juicervose. Geraldine Dawson and Simon Baron 
Cohen talk about the way “music activates emotional centres in our 
brains”. Juicervose | Radiolab | WNYC Studios 
 
https://www.wnycstudios.org/podcasts/radiolab/articles/juicervose 
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They remark that when looking at the brain scans of people with ASC, the 
experience of listening to music activated the emotional centres of their brains in 
a way that is comparable to neurotypical people. This did not happen in regular 

https://www.wnycstudios.org/podcasts/radiolab/articles/juicervose
https://www.wnycstudios.org/podcasts/radiolab/articles/juicervose


interactions for people with ASC. Time and again studies show the ‘music effect’ 
as being a real, tangible thing. Children with ASC seem to also have increased 
musical aptitude. The incidence of perfect pitch in children with ASC is said to be 
between 5% and 8%. Adam Ockelford from the University of Roehampton puts it 
at 8%. In the wider population it is 1 in 10,000. My little boy appears to have 
perfect pitch. 
 
I am also reminded of the way vocal processing worked well to break the ice 
with refugee groups, like the Syrian families I worked with in Bedford. I was 
struck by how quickly the group became creatively playful and adventurous after 
introducing vocal processing activities, offering up impassioned solos and 
electing to sing entire traditional songs through enhanced delay effects. The 
desire to play, explore and ultimately transform and transcend was strong within 
the group and the sonic possibilities of vocal processing seemed to support this 
perfectly. 
 
Studies suggest that PTSD and autism have all too frequently been misdiagnosed 
as each other. There is definitely some crossover: social withdrawal, rigidity, 
anxiety among many other features. Autism could even be framed as playing out 
like a response to trauma, and it stands to reason that support activities for 
children negotiating PTSD may also work for children negotiating autism. 
Ultimately my little boy is not quite ready for more than a few minutes of 
interacting with the technology on an occasional basis. In past workshops, it is 
something I use with junior and senior aged children rather than rambunctious 
infants for whom these new sonic toys may be too exciting. Even with the older 
ones. I never introduce it straight away because I do not want it to become too 
dominant and gimmicky. It has been a wonderful thing if not a game changer to 
introduce into the process, but only after we have interacted by some other 
means already: a sharing activity involving movement, clapping, whispers, 
shouts, call and response, or singing. 
 
The technology is a bit too exciting for my boy and I get frustrated by him diving 
onto the pedals, throwing my microphone around which I use for gigs and 
recording, and making trip hazard loops out of the XLR lead. But there is 
something worth revisiting and re-creating. If I say his “hello, hello, hello, hello” 
when he is splashing in the bath, it elicits a playful, interactive response. 
According to the SCERTS model the more children on the autism spectrum spend 
in isolated, self-absorbed, repetitive play, the deeper they retreat into that world. 
So every interaction and extension of play counts, especially when children are 
young, like my little boy. 
 


