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Project Proposal  

Context and Position  

I have been a peripatetic singing teacher in secondary schools (ages 11-16) for just over three  
years. I currently work as a self-employed teacher in a girls’ school and as an employed teacher for 
a Music Education Service across three co-educational schools. Through my teaching, I have 
developed a particular interest in adolescent vocal change (AVC), and my recent research has 
focused on better understanding this process to support my students (Henwood, 2023; Sweet, 
2015). 

My previous literature reviews on adolescent singing have explored voice-stage classification, the 
physiological and biological processes of puberty affecting the voice, age-related trends in the 
onset of vocal change, pedagogical approaches to support changing voices, the implications of 
vocal change for school curricula and singing, and vocal identity. The latter topic, especially 
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adolescents’ perceptions and attitudes towards singing, and the challenges they face, has 
captured my specific attention. These themes resonate strongly with observations from my weekly 
teaching practice and conversations with students.  

Adolescents, particularly boys, may experience increased vulnerability during vocal change, as 
their voices become unpredictable and difficult to manage (Ashley, 2013), potentially affecting 
confidence (Ashley, 2010). They may feel embarrassed or fear ridicule and criticism (Sweet, 2010), 
and become reluctant to sing in higher registers due to concerns about being perceived as ‘girlish’ 
(Ashley, 2013; Cooksey, 2000b; Ashley, 2006).  

Adolescent girls also experience vocal fluctuations, embarrassment and frustration (Harrison, 
1978), alongside tension and discomfort. These difficulties may be alleviated through vocal 
exercises and appropriate information about vocal change (Sipley, 1994), particularly through 
individual singing tuition (Baker, Rakena and Purdy, 2022). Furthermore, girls’ voices may be 
categorised by vocal leaders as alto or soprano, potentially neglecting individual vocal 
development (Sweet, 2018). 

In this context, the purpose of this study is to explore adolescent singing students’ self-perceptions 
of their changing voices and how these relate to their singing experiences. The project will aim to 
highlight students’ own perspectives, providing insight into how they understand and experience 
vocal change within their secondary school singing education.  

Justification and intended impact 

Relatively few studies have explored the perspectives of adolescent singers as active research 
participants, especially female students (Orton and Pitts, 2019). Although significant research has 
examined adolescents’ experiences of choir singing,  considerably less studies focus on individual 
singing lessons or small-group tuition. This is particularly relevant to peripatetic singing teachers, 
whose teaching contexts can substantially differ from those of choir directors and classroom music 
teachers. For example, Williams, Welch and Howard (2021) investigated vocal change in an 
adolescent boy; however, the participant was a cathedral chorister rather than a student receiving 
individual singing lessons in a secondary school. 

Within secondary schools, participation in choirs and individual singing lessons can have a close 
and mutually influential relationship (Jorgensen and Pfeiler, 2008). I have frequently observed this 
in my own practice, for example, students receiving individual lessons have later also joined choirs, 
extracurricular activities and wider musical opportunities, while choir members have approached 
me for individual lessons to develop their vocal technique. This interaction suggests that 
understanding adolescents’ individual experiences and perceptions of vocal change may have 
implications beyond the singing lesson. 
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The findings of this study may therefore be relevant not only to peripatetic singing teachers, but 
also to choir leaders, music teachers and, more broadly, school music departments. Greater 
understanding of how students perceive and experience AVC could support more responsive 
approaches to singing tuition and help create environments where students feel comfortable and 
confident using their voices. Such approaches may also contribute to address the continuing 
decline in boys’ participation in singing identified in the literature (Cooksey, 1977a; Freer, 2006), 
while supporting female singers’ confidence and continued development. 

Ultimately, this study aims to contribute to a more inclusive, student-centred approach to 
adolescent singing education, enabling young singers to better understand their changing voices 
and engage with singing with greater confidence. 

Project aims 

The aims of this research activity will consequently be : 

• To deepen my knowledge and understanding on AVC through a focused literature review with 
particular attention to themes of vocal identity and singing confidence 

•  To investigate the relationship between AVC, students’ self-perceptions of their singing abilities 
and singing identities 

• To explore the differences and similarities of adolescent singing students’ self- perceptions 
within the context of individual and small-group singing lessons 

Outline intention 

Acknowledging singing students’ experiences in their own words will be central to this 
investigation. The study is underpinned by a relativist ontology, acknowledging that reality may be 
understood differently according to individuals’ experiences, social interactions and contexts (Guba 
and Lincoln, 1994).  

A constructionist epistemology and interpretivist theoretical perspective recognise that knowledge 
and meaning are constructed through individuals’ experiences and interactions with their social 
and contextual worlds (Crotty, 1998). Qualitative methods will therefore explore how participants 
understand, interpret their experiences and make sense of their realities. 

Participants will be volunteer singing students aged 11-16 attending individual or small-group 
singing lessons in secondary schools. Boys and girls will be invited to participate, with the Music 
Education Service approached to signpost schools where I do not teach, specifically to support the 
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recruitment of male participants. No particular stage of vocal development will be required. 
Students will self-report their experiences of AVC through the initial questionnaire, since 
physiological vocal development will not be independently assessed. Students not meeting these 
criteria or providing parental consent will be excluded.  

An inductive research design will use an initial survey questionnaire to provide an overview of 
students’ awareness and self-perceptions of AVC, singing experiences, and engagement with 
singing lessons, while identifying potential participants for the next phase of the study. Participants 
may then volunteer for a semi-structured individual interview to expand on these findings and 
explore their perspectives in greater depth. Questionnaires will be distributed by letter or email 
according to each school’s preference, while in-person interviews will be audio-recorded to 
facilitate transcription and analysis. 

Timeline 

The project timeline has been revised following the postponement of the study; the original Gantt 
chart is included in Appendix 1 for reference. 
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Ethics and Insider research 

Participation will be voluntary, with parental consent sought in accordance with the UWTSD-
approved ethics form (Appendix 2). The consent form will clarify that the project is separate from 
the students’ school programme and that participation and responses will not affect their learning, 
grades, relationships with teachers or singing lessons. I will act as a researcher rather than a 
practitioner, including in schools where I teach, emphasising that participation and responses will 
not affect the teacher-student relationship, as existing relationships may influence students’ 
willingness to provide honest responses. 

To minimise potential risks, responses will remain confidential and participants will be assigned 
codes. As topics such as low singing confidence may evoke negative memories or feelings, 
participants may pause, stop or reschedule interviews, or withdraw without repercussions. Audio 
data will initially be recorded on my password-protected iPhone before being transferred to a 
password-protected laptop alongside relevant research documents. Physical paper records will be 
securely stored at my private residence, and alphanumeric participant codes will be used to 
safeguard confidentiality. Any emotional distress or safeguarding concerns disclosed will be 
immediately referred to the relevant teacher and school safeguarding officer. 

As participants may include both students I teach and students unknown to me, my researcher 
position will vary between insider and outsider depending on the context. An insider position may 
offer benefits through established relationships, professional awareness, contextual knowledge, 
and familiarity with participants’ experiences (Costley, Elliott and Gibbs, 2010), however, my 
knowledge of adolescent singing may also inform my perspective and interpretation of the data; 
therefore, reflexivity will remain relevant throughout the research process. 

Individual learning outcomes 

•  To gain a deeper understanding and awareness of the real-world experiences and/or 

obstacles faced by adolescent singing students in the secondary school context, including 

outside of my school work allocation 

• To network and build relationships with Head Teachers of the Music Departments involved 

and hopefully disseminate main research findings and, if needed and requested, suggest 

areas for improvement and actionable insights 

• To engage in a dialogue with my Music Education Service employer, provide feedback and 

evaluation of key study findings and previous research on the topic, with the hope to present 
relevant information, tailoring to specific audiences, such as practitioners and/or students. 
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Introduction   

My interest in adolescent vocal change (AVC) arises directly from my professional practice as a 
singing teacher. When I began my Master’s studies, I taught primarily young adults in a private 
studio, however, in recent years, I moved into peripatetic singing teaching within secondary 
schools, working with students aged 11-16. This change in teaching context has prompted me to 
develop my understanding of AVC and consider how my teaching could better support students 
experiencing vocal change. 

My previous research projects have comprised narrative literature reviews examining female 
(Module 4) and male AVC (Module 5). These reviews explored physiological and biological 
development, voice classification, age-related trends, acoustics, pedagogical approaches and the 
historical development of research in the field, as well as a brief examination of adolescents’ 
experiences of vocal change. Cooksey (1977a, 1977b, 1977c, 1977d; 2000a; 2000b) and Gackle 
(1991; 2006) provided influential frameworks for understanding AVC, emphasising developmental 
variation and the importance of responsive, individualised pedagogy. Most recent research has 
explored adolescents’ experiences of singing (Dilworth, 2012; Mercado and Draut, 2023), including 
emotional challenges associated with vocal change, such as frustration, embarrassment and 
insecurity, which may have lasting effects on young people’s singing experiences (Killian, 1997; 
M.C. Kennedy, 2004; Sweet, 2015; Sweet and Parker, 2019). Vocal change may also affect 
confidence amongst adolescent girls (Sweet, 2018; Sweet and Parker, 2019); while gender, social 
influences and others’ perceptions may also shape musical identity, social acceptance and 
participation (Orton and Pitts, 2019; Freer, 2015; Freer, 2016). 

Despite this body of research, relatively little attention has been given to adolescents’ own 
perspectives regarding confidence, self-perception and continued engagement with singing, as 
well as their emotional wellbeing (Blagojević and Habe, 2026). Furthermore, research has largely 
centred on choral experiences or classroom settings, with less consideration directed toward 
individual or small-group singing tuition. These gaps have particularly captured my attention, 
reflecting observations from my teaching practice and conversations with students. 

The focus therefore shifts from the processes of AVC to how young singers experience and 
perceive these changes, particularly in relation to confidence, emotion and singing identity.  

The present research project, ‘A study on adolescent vocal identity: self-perceptions of singing 
students with regards to their changing voice and singing activities,’ represents the next stage of 
this research. It examines how male and female singing students aged 11-16 understand and 
experience vocal change within their singing activities, and how these experiences relate to 
confidence, participation, and developing vocal identity. In particular, the study addresses the 
perspectives of students receiving individual or small-group singing tuition, an area comparatively 
underexplored in the existing literature. 
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Accordingly, the research is framed around two questions:  

• How do adolescent singing students perceive and experience their changing voices in relation to 
their singing activities? 

•  How do these experiences relate to their confidence, participation and developing vocal 
identities? 

More broadly, the study aims to inform student-centred singing environments in which adolescents 
feel comfortable using their changing voices. Greater awareness of their experiences could 
promote confidence, participation, and positive singer identities, while helping to address 
disengagement associated with negative experiences and the development of non-singer identities 
(Whidden, 2009; Ruddock and Leong, 2004). The findings may be relevant to peripatetic singing 
teachers, choir leaders, music teachers, and school music departments. 

Ultimately, the project aims to support my development as a more reflective and informed student-
centred practitioner, with a deeper understanding of how adolescents experience and negotiate 
their changing voices.  

Personal Learning outcomes 

  

• To deepen my understanding of the experiences and challenges faced by adolescent singing 
students in secondary schools, including contexts beyond my own teaching allocation. 

• To develop professional relationships with participating Heads of Music and, where appropriate, 
share key findings and practical recommendations. 

• To engage in dialogue with my Music Education Service employer, sharing relevant findings 
and previous research and adapting their presentation for different audiences, including 
practitioners   

• To develop my ability to translate research findings into practical resources that support 
adolescent singers 

• To strengthen my teaching practice through ongoing reflective and reflexive engagement 
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Literature Review  

Research into adolescent vocal change (AVC) has traditionally focused on physiological 
development and pedagogical responses, particularly in relation to adolescent boys. More recent 
research has broadened this focus to adolescents’ singing experiences, including confidence, self-
perception, identity, participation and social belonging. While much of this literature is situated 
within choral contexts, this shift is highly relevant to the present study, which examines 11-16-year-
old male and female students receiving peripatetic school tuition. Investigating this specific 
instructional setting is crucial; as Baker, Rakena, and Purdy (2022) demonstrate, individual singing 
lessons yield significantly higher perceived vocal ease and effective skill acquisition than small-
group tuition, directly impacting how adolescents negotiate vocal transition. 

Vocal development and responsive pedagogy 

Foundational research established influential frameworks for understanding adolescent vocal 
development. Cooksey (1977a, 1977b, 1977c, 1978) focused predominantly on the changing male 
voice, informing approaches to vocal classification, repertoire and pedagogy. Gackle (1991, 2000a, 
2000b, 2014) contributed influential frameworks for understanding female vocal development, 
classification and repertoire, while Sweet (2015) further explored the changing female voice. 
Collectively, these studies challenge approaches that treat vocal maturation as uniform or 
predictable. 

Harrison (1978) provides holistic pedagogical recommendations supporting adolescents' self-
esteem and musical engagement during vocal transition. The need for this flexible pedagogy is 
reinforced by Kennedy (2004), who advocates confidence-building approaches, and Dilworth 
(2012), who recommends research-informed, adaptable strategies for adolescent boys addressing 
vocal health, confidence and continued participation. Sweet (2016) similarly emphasises 
responsive support for girls, while Friar (1999) highlights informed teaching and repertoire selection 
as means of enabling adolescents to sing safely and confidently throughout vocal change. Sipley 
(1994) and Sweet (2018) further advocate developing students’ understanding of vocal anatomy 
and physiological change. Complementing these approaches, teaching tangible skills like breath 
control offers a stable technical foundation during vocal instability (Freer, 2018). Mercado and 
Draut (2024) extend this through an anatomy-informed, student-centred approach to female vocal 
development. 

Although physiological knowledge is fundamental to safe pedagogy, these studies also suggest 
that technical intervention alone may not address the emotional and social meanings adolescents 
attach to their changing voices. The literature therefore increasingly supports a shift from teaching 
about vocal change towards responding to the individual experiencing it. 
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Emotional experience, confidence and self-perception 

Research increasingly identifies AVC as an emotional as well as physiological experience. Sweet 
(2015) found diverse emotional responses among adolescent female singers, including frustration, 
embarrassment, fear and pride. Freer (2016), examining male choristers, similarly identified 
difficulties associated with reduced vocal control, highlighting potential effects on confidence and 
perceptions of vocal capability. Although male and female vocal development differs 
physiologically, both bodies of research identify uncertainty, loss of control and confidence as 
significant experiences. 

Sweet (2018) further found that female singers retrospectively associated AVC with fear, frustration 
and insecurity, with implications for confidence and singer identity extending into adulthood. Sweet 
and Parker (2019) similarly demonstrate that female vocal identity develops through interactions 
with others and that adolescent experiences may continue to influence self-perceptions later in life. 
While these retrospective accounts provide valuable insight into the longer-term impact of vocal 
change, they may not fully reflect adolescents’ perceptions while they are experiencing vocal 
change. 

Collectively, this literature suggests that confidence during AVC is not simply an internal 
characteristic but is shaped by vocal experiences, teacher responses, social relationships and 
opportunities for successful musical participation. 

Gender, identity and social expectations 

Gendered expectations are particularly prominent in research concerning adolescent boys. Ashley 
(2002) found that male state-school students could negotiate masculine identity by emphasising 
the effort, talent and skills involved in singing, enabling participation to be understood as 
compatible with masculinity. Conversely, Harrison (2007) identifies gender stereotypes, peer 
culture and role models as factors discouraging boys from activities perceived as feminine. 

Importantly, negative attitudes towards singing may precede noticeable AVC. Warzecha (2013) 
noted that boys’ negative attitudes could emerge during primary school. Specifically, Welch et al. 
(2009) found that primary-school girls view singing more positively than boys, whose confidence 
drops before vocal change. Crucially, school-based attitudes decline with age despite rising 
personal engagement, particularly among boys. These findings complicate explanations that link 
disengagement primarily to physiological change, suggesting that social and educational 
experiences may already shape singing identity. 

Freer (2006) emphasises the teacher’s role in listening to adolescents’ experiences and 
recognising the relationship between vocal change, identity and belonging; indeed, without 
adjusting to these developing voices and social identities, schools and teachers often marginalise 
or lose adolescent boys, whereas better-informed education may maintain them (Freer, 2007). 
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Freer (2010b) utilises the concept of ‘possible selves' to address the 'missing males' problem, a 
framework Freer (2015) subsequently applies to European boys to show how future identity 
perceptions may influence responses to voice change and choral participation. Similarly, Freer 
(2009b) suggests that educators can help boys develop attainable and meaningful identities as 
singers. Elorriaga (2011) found that boys were more likely to remain involved when changing 
voices were experienced as a positive and socially accepted expression of masculinity. Demorest 
(2000) advocates engaging rehearsals, male choirs, role models and performance opportunities, 
while Lucas (2011) identifies enjoyment and perceived singing ability as important influences on 
boys’ participation. Similarly, Young (2012) highlights the importance of building a supportive 
institutional ecosystem and peer culture that normalises secondary school-based singing, while 
Whorton (2016) notes that prioritising  performance physicality and whole body engagement builds 
boys' confidence, fostering a positive connection to their instrument. 

However, gender alone does not determine participation. Orton and Pitts (2019) found that boys 
held fixed perceptions of singing ability, whereas girls recognised how effort, ability, and confidence 
interact socially. Legg (2013) similarly highlights how institutionalised gender expectations 
influence secondary school engagement. Together, these findings indicate gender intersects with 
wider social and school cultures rather than operating independently. 

Participation, belonging and singing context 

Singing serves as a vital social context for identity development, fostered through shared musical, 
social and cultural experiences. Durrant (2005) highlights singing as a mechanism for self-
discovery, expression and emotional release. Similarly, Parker (2010, 2011, 2014, 2018) 
consistently associates choral participation with belonging, social bonding, teamwork, and 
enhanced confidence, describing it as a transformative experience that supports positive 
interpersonal relationships. This sense of community is echoed by Sweet (2010), whose study 
illustrates how the shared environment of a choir explicitly foster positive social participation and 
singing identity among adolescent boys. 

However, collective participation may also create tensions between individual needs and group 
expectations. Sweet (2018), for example, notes that female singers may experience their individual 
vocal needs as secondary to the choir. This highlights an important distinction between group 
singing and the individualised attention available through one-to-one singing lessons. 

This distinction is central to the present study. While literature heavily examines choral contexts, 
the current participants receive individual or small-group tuition. Although small-group lessons may 
provide opportunities for interaction, particularly where students know one another, these social 
experiences differ from the collective identity and peer culture of a choir. Conversely, individual and 
small-group tuition allows greater adaptation of repertoire, technique and expectations to students’ 
changing voices. Choral literature remains relevant, however, as some students’ experiences often 
span both settings. Complementing Baker, Rakena and Purdy’s (2022), focus on these 
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instructional settings, Monks (2003) is uniquely significant to the present study because it 
examines adolescent singers’ self-image, vocal identity and musical expression within secondary 
school individual singing tuition, rather than predominately choral contexts.  

Lamont et al. (2003) further identify tensions between young people’s informal musical lives and 
formal music education, including resistance to peer-facing singing and non-preferred repertoire.  

However, Kennedy (2002) demonstrates that positive peer socialisation, singing enjoyment 
alongside preferred repertoire directly drive boys' choral engagement. Participation and continued 
involvement are therefore driven not merely by vocal ability, but by whether the singing context is 
experienced as personally and socially meaningful. 

Teacher support, agency and continued engagement 

Across the literature, teachers emerge as influential in shaping adolescents’ experiences of vocal 
change. Freer (2006; 2016) stresses the importance of listening to adolescents and employing a 
responsive pedagogy tailored to individual experiences rather than relying on standardised 
approaches. Furthermore, Freer (2010a) argues that choral improvisation fosters musical creativity 
and autonomy by shifting the teacher’s role from directing musical outcomes to facilitating 
exploration, collaboration, and shared decision-making. Providing students with a sense of 
enjoyment, motivation, and autonomy can foster experiences of flow that support continued 
participation (Freer, 2009a); similarly, Freer (2025) associates continued engagement with 
challenge, musical reward, vocal skill, control and autonomy, while male role models may also help 
non-participants envision themselves as singers. Complementing this focus on student autonomy, 
Higgins (2025) highlights that female vocal change causes psychosocial distress and a perceived 
loss of control, arguing that autonomy-supportive pedagogy restores singer agency. Furthermore, 
retrospective accounts demonstrate that AVC may have lasting effects on confidence and 
participation, while highlighting the importance of appropriate instruction, peer support and male 
role models for participants (Freer, 2022). This choral experience is further mediated by broader 
socioeconomic and cultural factors (Freer, 2024). 

The significance of teacher support is reinforced by research into non-singers. Whidden (2009) 
found that negative social and educational experiences, including teacher feedback, could 
undermine confidence and contribute to long-term non-participation. Welch (2006a) argues that 
non-singer identities are largely socially generated and that teachers can either undermine or 
support developing identities. Welch (2006b) similarly conceptualises musical development as 
emerging through interactions between individual potential, experience and opportunity. Expanding 
on student agency, Paul, Juncos and Wynter (2024) suggest that through acceptance and 
commitment coaching, adolescent singers  can develop psychological flexibility to help them 
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manage performance anxiety and focus on personal values rather than perfection or external 
approval. 

Synthesis and research gap 

Overall, the contemporary literature demonstrates a significant shift from viewing AVC primarily as 
an isolated physiological process toward understanding it as a multidimensional experience that 
deeply intersects with confidence, emotion, identity and social expectations. Research across male 
and female singers indicates that adolescents’ subjective perceptions of their changing voices are 
shaped not merely by physical maturation, but heavily mediated by interactions with teachers, peer 
dynamics, musical contexts and opportunities for personally meaningful participation.  

However, a critical limitation remains: the vast majority of this literature is situated almost 
exclusively within large choral contexts. Consequently, there is comparatively little empirical 
attention dedicated to exploring how adolescents navigate their changing voices across different 
individualised singing activities, particularly within the distinct educational environment of 
secondary-school peripatetic tuition. While Monks (2003) and Baker, Rakena, and Purdy (2022) 
provide vital historical and contemporary exceptions by highlighting the unique value of one-to-one 
instruction, further exploration of these micro-level instructional settings is urgently warranted. 

The present study directly responds to this identified research gap by examining how 11-16-year-
old male and female singing students perceive and experience the nuances of vocal transition 
across the entirety of their school-based singing activities. Situated within a secondary-school 
peripatetic framework, this research places the lived experiences and perceptions of the 
adolescents themselves at its centre. By investigating this underrepresented cohort, the study aims 
to significantly extend current understanding of how individualised, small-group, and collective 
music-making contexts uniquely relate to student confidence, continued participation, and a 
developing sense of vocal identity during adolescence. 

Methodology   

This chapter outlines the methodology used to explore adolescent singing students’ self-
perceptions of vocal change and singing activities, establishing the study’s ontological, 
epistemological and interpretivist foundations. A relativist ontology recognises that reality is not 
singular, fixed or universally experienced, but comprises multiple realities shaped by individuals’ 
experiences, social interactions and contextual environments (Guba and Lincoln, 1994). This was 
relevant to the present study, which explored how adolescent singing students perceived and 
made sense of vocal change. Rather than assuming uniformity, the study acknowledged that 
students experience and understand their changing voices and singing confidence differently. 
These differing experiences were understood as multiple, contextually situated realities, reflecting 
the social and educational contexts in which students construct their identities as singers (Guba 
and Lincoln, 1994). 
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A constructionist epistemology complements this position by recognising that knowledge is 
context-dependent and shaped by individual perspectives and experiences (Crotty, 1998). 
Participants’ accounts were therefore understood as situated interpretations rather than objective 
representations of a universal reality. Differences between participants’ accounts were considered 
analytically significant, providing insights into how individual, interpersonal and contextual factors 
shape perceptions of vocal change, confidence and identity. From this perspective, students’ 
understandings of their experiences were shaped by the social and educational contexts in which 
they participated; for example, perceptions of the singing voice could differ when singing alone, in 
the classroom or in front of peers. These contextual differences are vital to exploring adolescent 
singer identity, as self-perceptions may be influenced by peers, family, teachers, musical cultures 
and wider social expectations. This constructionist position informed the use of reflexive thematic 
analysis, interpreting participants’ accounts as situated and context-dependent rather than  
objective reflections of reality. The analysis acknowledged the researcher’ active role in interpreting 
data and developing themes, recognising that these interpretations were shaped through 
engagement with accounts, research questions and the wider context (Braun and Clarke, 2022).  

An interpretivist theoretical perspective complements this epistemological position by seeking 
to understand how adolescent singing students construct meaning from their experiences and 
develop perceptions of themselves as singers (Crotty, 1998). The study aimed not to establish an 
objectively measurable or universally applicable definition of vocal identity, but to explore how 
students interpreted their changing voices and singing activities within their social and educational 
contexts. Differences between accounts were viewed as meaningful variations rather than 
inconsistencies requiring resolution. This perspective prioritised participants’ viewpoints, 
recognising the importance of their language, meanings and contexts in understanding their 
experiences. 

A qualitative methodological approach was appropriate because it enabled an in-depth exploration 
of how adolescent singing students perceived and made sense of vocal change, confidence and 
developing vocal identities (Creswell and Poth, 2018). Qualitative inquiry is concerned with 
understanding the meanings individuals or groups ascribe to their experiences within particular 
contexts (Creswell and Poth, 2018), which aligns with the study’s relativist ontology and 
constructionist and interpretivist positioning. 

The data were analysed using reflexive thematic analysis (RTA), an interpretive approach distinct 
from other pattern-based methods like grounded theory or qualitative content analysis (Braun and 
Clarke, 2021a). RTA explicitly treats the researcher’s subjectivity as an analytic resource rather 
than a source of bias (Braun and Clarke, 2019; 2022). The rationale for, and application of, RTA 
are outlined in the Data Analysis section at the conclusion of this chapter. 

Researcher positionality 
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An important feature of this study is the researcher’s dual position as an insider researcher and the 
participants’ singing teacher. Familiarity with the context, including its terminology and practices, 
provided contextual understanding and supported rapport with participants (Dwyer and Buckle, 
2009; Mercer, 2007). This was particularly relevant when discussing personal experiences of vocal 
change, singing confidence and self-perception. However, insider research requires critical, 
reflexive consideration of how the researcher’s prior knowledge, relationships and assumptions 
shape the research process, influencing data generation and interpretation (Brannick and Coghlan, 
2007). Furthermore, researching one’s own students created an inherent teacher–student power 
dynamic requiring careful consideration of participants’ autonomy and potential influence 
(Hancock, 2026).  

To make this positionality explicit, the following section adopts a first-person voice. I am a 
professional singer and singing teacher, and my established relationships with participants 
provided contextual familiarity and rapport while shaping my perspective on their vocal 
experiences. My insider knowledge and relationships with participants were recognised as integral 
to the research process rather than factors to separate from it. Reflexive consideration was given 
throughout to how my dual role may have shaped research interactions, participants’ accounts, 
and subsequent data  interpretation. 

Participants and sampling 

Initially, five schools were selected through the researcher’s music education service provider 
using convenience-purposive sampling: one where the researcher currently taught, one where 
teaching was due to commence, one with previous teaching involvement, and two with no teaching 
involvement. Eligible participants were male and female singing students aged 11-16 receiving 
individual or small-group tuition in secondary schools; vocal change was self-reported rather than 
independently determined. Following this initial recruitment, two additional schools where the 
researcher worked were contacted directly, including a girls-only school initially omitted because 
the study aimed to include both male and female participants. Due to the limited timeframe, vocal 
change could not be verified, so eligibility criteria were relaxed for feasibility. While participants 
were not individually selected, volunteering students were expected to meet core eligibility criteria 
and provide relevant insights. 

Participant recruitment  

Of the seven schools approached, three initially agreed to support the study. At one of these 
schools, where  the researcher had no direct teaching relationship, a written invitation (Appendix 3 
and 4) student assent form (Appendix 5 and 6) and parental consent form were provided. Only one 
student returned a completed questionnaire and parental consent form. However, because the 
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student did not provide written assent, she was excluded. This  resulted in 15 female student 
volunteers from the remaining two schools; no Year 11 students participated. 

Students were invited to participate, with parental consent (Appendix 7) sought by letter through 
the schools. Information sheets outlining the study, anonymisation and data protection procedures 
were provided to parents and students, with the latter written in accessible language (Appendix 8). 
As all 15 students were taught by the researcher, the study was also explained verbally in person, 
allowing students to ask questions before providing verbal assent. Parents could address further 
questions through the school. Both students and parents were informed that participation was 
voluntary and would not affect education or teacher-student relationships. 

Methods and data collection  

Data were collected through a paper questionnaire followed by optional individual semi-structured 
interviews, with topics informed by broad themes in AVC research. Individual interviews were used 
rather than focus groups to minimise peer influence and provide privacy. The questionnaires 
comprised closed questions to introduce topics and open-ended questions inviting participants to 
articulate their perspectives, giving them two weeks to reflect in a familiar setting. At the end, 
participants were invited to volunteer for an individual follow-up interview. Most participants 
completed both research phases, though some chose interviews only, and others questionnaires 
only. To provide written proof of their choice (Appendix 9), interview-only participants signed the 
questionnaire's final interview invitation page. 

Interview questions broadly followed the themes explored in the questionnaire. The semi-
structured format enabled participants to explore individual meanings in greater depth, while 
allowing relevant issues to be pursued as they arose. Participants’ accounts were understood as 
shaped through researcher-participant interaction (Miller and Glassner, 2011). Interviews took 
place individually at school and lasted approximately 30 minutes. Together, the questionnaires and 
interviews generated contextualised accounts of participants’ perceptions of vocal change, singing 
experiences and vocal identity. 

Ethical considerations  

Ethical approval was obtained from the UWTSD research ethics committee before recruitment.  
Parental/guardian consent was obtained following provision of the study overview, data handling 
protocols and withdrawal rights, alongside an age-appropriate participant information sheet to 
support informed student verbal assent. Participation was voluntary; students were assured that 
non-participation would not affect their academic progress to address potential power imbalances. 
Interviews were conducted individually in a private space at school. Anonymity was maintained by 
applying pseudonyms to transcripts and reporting, removing identifying details, and securely 
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storing audio recordings and transcripts. Participants and guardians were informed of the limits of 
confidentiality regarding disclosures indicating a significant risk of harm, in accordance with 
safeguarding procedures. The sensitivity surrounding singing ability, performance and peer 
judgement was addressed by allowing participants to decline any questions without penalty. These 
measures supported participant autonomy and wellbeing throughout the study (BERA, 2024). 

Data Analysis: Reflexive Thematic Analysis  

The qualitative data generated through the paper questionnaires and individual interviews were 
analysed using Braun and Clarke’s (2019) approach to reflexive thematic analysis (RTA). This 
approach was selected because its theoretical flexibility aligns with the study’s constructionist and 
interpretivist positioning, proving more appropriate for exploring subjective meaning than bounded 
methods like interpretative phenomenological analysis or qualitative content analysis (Braun and 
Clarke, 2021a). Coding operated along a continuum between inductive and deductive orientations 
(Braun and Clarke, 2022). While predominantly inductive and data-driven, it iteratively incorporated 
my insider knowledge and contextual expertise as an active interpretive lens, recognising that 
coding does not occur in a theoretical vacuum (Braun and Clarke, 2019; 2022).  
RTA conceptualises analysis as an active, interpretive process in which the researcher generates 
themes through deep engagement with the dataset, rather than treating themes as objective 
features existing independently within the data (Braun and Clarke, 2019; Braun and Clarke, 2022). 
Within this reflexive framework, this interpretive and subjective approach is considered essential 
for quality practice, deliberately rejecting a rigid application of predetermined frameworks in favour 
of an organic generation of codes (Braun and Clarke, 2021b). The researcher is therefore an active 
participant in the analytical process rather than a neutral analyst with subjectivity recognised as an 
integral aspect of interpretation. 

This understanding was particularly relevant given my position as the participants’ singing teacher. 
My subjectivity, insider knowledge and existing relationships with participants were not treated as 
influences to eliminate, but as aspects requiring ongoing reflexive examination. Reflexivity involved 
considering how my experiences, assumptions and relationships shaped my engagement with their 
accounts and the development of themes. This reflexive approach was consistent with both the 
study’s philosophical positioning and its recognition of the researcher as an active participant. 

The analysis followed Braun and Clarke’s (2022) six phase framework:  

Phase 1: familiarisation with the data. I familiarised myself with the dataset through manual 
transcription and repeated reading of the questionnaires and transcripts. Interview transcripts were 
generated using the transcription feature in Microsoft Word and manually checked word-for-word 
against the original audio recordings to support transcriptional accuracy and facilitate engagement. 
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Where written words in the questionnaires were difficult to decipher, I sought typographical 
clarification from the participants during their individual interviews, or approached questionnaire-
only participants briefly in a neutral manner. This process also provided opportunities to record 
initial observations and reflect on my assumptions concerning participants’ experiences of vocal 
change.  

Phase 2: Generating initial codes. I generated initial codes across the questionnaire and interview 
data (Appendix 10), identifying features relevant to the research questions, including accounts of 
changing voices, confidence, self-consciousness when singing, experiences of singing with others, 
perceived vocal ability, and interactions with peers and teachers.  

Phase 3: Generating initial themes. Related codes were examined for broader patterns of meaning 
and clustered together to develop candidate themes.  

Phases 4 and 5: Developing, reviewing, refining, and naming themes. This involved repeatedly 
reviewing and refining candidate themes against the coded extracts and the dataset as a whole. 
Themes were reorganised, combined, or discarded where appropriate. This recursive process 
relied on ongoing interpretation and reflexive engagement with the text, documented through an 
evolving thematic framework (Appendix 11) (Braun and Clarke, 2022).  

Phase 6: Producing the written account: The finalised themes were developed into the 
interpretative narrative presented in the following chapter, addressing how secondary school 
singing students understood and experienced vocal change, and how these experiences 
contributed to the construction and negotiation of their vocal identities. 

Reflexivity was embedded throughout the analytic process, with ongoing consideration of how my 
experiences, assumptions, prior understandings and position as a researcher-teacher shaped my 
engagement with participants’ accounts and the development of the thematic analysis. Consistent 
with the study’s philosophical position, the resulting themes were understood as interpretative 
constructions shaped through this reflexive engagement and situated within the individual and 
social contexts of participants’ experiences. 

Analysis of findings   

Introduction  
The following analysis uses Braun and Clarke's reflexive thematic analysis to explore how 
secondary-school singing students describe their singing experiences through AVC, interpreting 
how they understand and negotiate these changes in relation to singing ability, vocal control, 
learning, confidence and social situations. Through iterative coding and theme development, I 
constructed an overarching central argument, ‘Negotiating a changing voice: uncertainty, social 
exposure and the navigation of vocal agency’, and developed 3 main themes, capturing the ways 
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participants understood vocal instability not simply as a physical change, but as an experience 
intertwined with perceptions of competence, social judgement, performance and confidence.  
Across participants' accounts, AVC is constructed as more than a physical alteration in pitch, range 
or vocal quality. Its significance extends beyond the physical voice, involving the negotiation of 
vocal control, performance demands, identity and social confidence. Students continually work out 
what their changing voice means for them as singers: vocal instability can feel unpredictable, alter 
their sense of control and temporarily undermine their perceptions of competence. This uncertainty 
becomes particularly significant when singing is socially exposed, observed or evaluated by others, 
with peers and audiences acting as real or perceived judges of vocal ability. However, many 
students negotiate these changes by developing strategies to manage rather than overcome them, 
through singing lessons, increased practice, adaptation, repertoire choice, support, acceptance, 
technical understanding and successful performance experiences. In some cases, these 
experiences gradually foster a sense of agency and confidence. 
The themes are not intended to represent mutually exclusive categories but illuminate different 
dimensions of the same experience. Vocal change, technical uncertainty, social comparison, 
embarrassment, confidence and agency frequently interacted with one another. Hence, AVC is not 
a linear movement from difficulty towards improvement, but an ongoing process in which 
uncertainty, disruption, adaptation and possibility coexist. 

Overarching central analytical argument 

Negotiating a changing voice: uncertainty, social exposure and the navigation of agency 

Thematic map 

Theme 1: The disruption of vocal control: negotiating uncertainty and an unfolding new horizon 
Theme 2: The voice under observation: comparison, judgement and vulnerability 

Theme 3: Learning to work with the changing voice: developing agency 

Theme 1: The disruption of vocal control: negotiating uncertainty and an unfolding 
new horizon 
I interpreted participants' accounts as constructing vocal change as a disruptive force to previously 
familiar and established experiences of vocal control, while simultaneously opening up an 
unfolding horizon of new vocal possibilities. Rather than representing a straightforward progression 
from instability towards mastery and control, I read these accounts as an ongoing, fluctuating   
negotiation between uncertainty, loss, adaptation and shifting capacity. 
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Participants frequently described their changing voices as unpredictable and difficult to control. 
Voice cracks were prominent across interview and questionnaire data. Participant K described 
uncertainty over whether she was singing ‘from my chest or from my throat or from my head’, while 
also reporting that individual notes could become ‘one note’ rather than remaining distinct. These 
experiences positioned the changing voice as something that could temporarily resist the singer’s 
intentions, consistent with Monks’ (2003) finding that vocal change can affect vocal identity. Other 
participants described changes in range and vocal quality. N reported strain, voice cracks and 
difficulty reaching previously accessible notes; J experienced pain when singing higher and 
difficulty sustaining notes; O similarly found high notes harder to sustain and more likely to crack, 
while L recalled a period when her voice became ‘raspy’ and singing became painful, although this 
subsequently returned to normal.  

Questionnaires sometimes suggested no vocal challenges, or responses were often brief or vague, 
whereas interviews revealed difficulties less visible in the written data and enabled greater 
elaboration. I also felt that some students were reticent to discuss their vocal challenges. I 
therefore interpret the apparent absence of vocal difficulties in questionnaires cautiously, as 
interviews sometimes revealed experiences initially unreported or clearly expressed.  

Vocal change was not, however, experienced exclusively as a challenge, instead, I interpret the 
accounts as characterised by an ongoing interplay of contradictions and tensions: increased and 
reduced range; vocal improvement and deterioration; voice cracks and improved control; increased 
vocal awareness and uncertainty; perceived poor ability despite external recognition; confidence in 
groups but not alone; confidence alongside embarrassment; challenge and motivation, vulnerability 
and agency. G, for example, felt that ‘my voice has slightly deteriorated’ while also reporting that 
‘my lower range seems to have increased and my singing in head voice is a bit more supported.’ 
Similarly, K described having ‘good days’ and ‘bad days’ while recognising that her skills had 
‘significantly improved.’ I read these apparently contradictory accounts as significant rather than 
inconsistent: they suggest that participants experienced vocal development as fluctuating, 
relational, contextual and multidimensional; improvement, therefore, did not necessarily produce a 
stable sense of vocal control. 

Several students also identified new vocal possibilities alongside these difficulties. Participant I 
reported gaining access to higher notes, while H could sing higher despite perceiving her speaking 
voice as lower; D associated a lower voice with greater ability to sing repertoire she enjoyed;  L 
initially felt frustrated by an inability to reach high notes but later became able to do so. Together, 
these accounts suggest that the changing voice can involve not only some uncertainty and the 
disruption of predictable vocal outcomes, but also the emergence of new vocal possibilities. 

This interpretation is shaped by my dual positionality as researcher and singing teacher. My 
familiarity with my students’ voices and pedagogical development may have enabled me to 
recognise nuances in range, control and vocal quality, while also shaping how I interpreted their 
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accounts. I therefore understand these themes as co-constructed through my engagement with 
participants, and remain mindful that students may have also voiced their experiences in response 
to my role as their teacher and their desire to meet expectations of vocal ability, progress and 
development. 

Theme 2: The voice under observation: comparison, judgement and vulnerability  
I interpreted participants’ accounts as constructing the adolescent singing voice as deeply social. 
Confidence and participation were shaped not only by technical skill, but by who was listening, 
peer groups, and the room’s physical setup. While being watched and fearing judgment could 
make students feel vulnerable, performing anonymously or having supportive friends could act as a 
protective shield. This social circle became a context for ongoing boundary negotiation, where 
sustaining a developing musical identity was continually weighed against the social stakes of peer 
acceptance and friendship loss. 

Negotiating vocal adequacy: comparison, exposure and embarrassment 

The emotional significance of vocal change became apparent as students situated their voices in 
relation to others. Participants compared their singing with peers and interpreted social reactions 
as indicators of vocal competence. Participant I described a discrepancy between how her voice 
sounded to herself and how she imagined it sounded to others, feeling more comfortable in larger 
groups and less comfortable when her voice was more exposed. This suggests that confidence 
was shaped not only by vocal experience but by perceptions of how the voice might be socially 
received, with greater vocal visibility increasing the risk of negative evaluation. J recalled feeling 
embarrassed because she believed her friends were good singers while she was ‘not very good at 
singing.’ Similarly, C felt she was ‘not the best singer’, while E identified qualities in other singers, 
such as clarity and the ability to belt higher notes, that she perceived herself as lacking. B 
described hearing someone sing particularly well and thinking, ‘she's better than me’, which 
prompted embarrassment. These accounts suggest that students constructed vocal adequacy 
through social comparison, with embarrassment emerging alongside a perceived gap between 
their current vocal abilities and an imagined or observed standard of competent singing. 

The voice was simultaneously personal and public. J described her voice as not sounding good 
and reported greater confidence when singing alone at home, suggesting that perceived 
environmental safety enabled more positive engagement with her voice. Confidence therefore 
appeared to shift according to the social circumstances in which singing occurred. K similarly 
demonstrated the relationship between social pressure and vocal control. At home, where there 
was ‘no pressure’, K repeatedly attempted a passage until the voice crack disappeared. In 
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contrast, singing in front of a teacher or other students created pressure to 'get it perfect’, which K 
felt made the voice crack worse. Vocal instability therefore appeared not simply as an individual 
technical problem, but as something intensified by perceived expectations of others; the social 
gaze could amplify the very instability students feared would be noticed. 

H’s experience further illustrates how a brief vocal event could acquire emotional significance in a 
public setting. During karaoke with family, H experienced an unexpected voice crack and stopped 
singing. Her cousins laughed, prompting embarrassment, but subsequently reassured her that it 
was normal, allowing H to resume singing. This demonstrates how a voice crack could temporarily 
disrupt participation, while social reassurance could normalise the event and facilitate recovery. 
Overall, embarrassment appeared to arise from more than vocal difficulty, including anticipated 
judgement, increased pressure, reduced vocal security, heightened awareness of instability, 
potentially leading to withdrawal or self-monitoring. This pattern is particularly significant in 
adolescent singing, where vocal change can make the voice less predictable at a stage when 
students become increasingly conscious of peer perception. 

Questionnaire data support the prominence of this pattern, with most participants reporting 
embarrassment about their voice, while interviews revealed considerable variation in its intensity 
and context. Embarrassment appeared to arise through social comparison, perceived judgement, 
performance expectations, vocal unpredictability, and the visibility of the adolescent singing voice, 
rather than vocal difficulty alone. Students could tolerate, repeat, and experiment with vocal 
difficulties when alone, yet the same experiences could become embarrassing in front of peers, 
friends, or family. This resonates with Lamont et al. (2003), who identified a gap between young 
people’s informal musical lives and formal educational contexts, including resistance to peer-facing 
singing. 

Negotiating vulnerability under the social gaze  

Singing was fundamentally social and relational: participants evaluated their voices not only 
through their own experience, but also through imagined, perceived, and actual responses from 
peers. Judgement was experienced both as an event and an anticipation; several participants felt 
judged without receiving explicit negative comments, yet the possibility of judgement shaped 
singing behaviour, confidence, and self-perception. This suggests that fear of judgement can 
influence behaviour even in the absence of overt bullying or mockery. 

A significant finding was the distinction between actual, perceived, and anticipated judgement. 
Some participants described direct negative comments, while others interpreted ambiguous social 
cues, including silence, staring, laughter, facial expressions, or audience characteristics, as 
evidence of judgement. L provides a clear example: during a music lesson, she could not see the 
other students because they were behind her, yet believed they were judging her because her 
voice was cracking: ‘I don't think, I don't know if they judged me, but like, I can't see their face… 
but I think they did.’ Although uncertain, she had subsequently heard someone at the back, 
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suggesting that her perception was not entirely imagined. More importantly, the uncertainty itself 
became threatening: her inability to see the audience did not remove the possibility of judgement, 
but left her to interpret what might be happening behind her. J similarly described anticipating 
criticism despite having received no negative comments, stating, ‘I just, like, probably thinking, like, 
this is so bad.’ She agreed that she thought peers might judge her, suggesting that the absence of 
overt criticism did not necessarily create psychological safety; imagined judgement became 
incorporated into her own evaluation of her singing. Participant I described interpreting peers’ 
unsmiling facial expressions as evidence of inadequacy: ‘whenever … there’s kind of like stares, I 
feel like I'm singing bad’ and ‘when they just stare at me, like they're not smiling or something, I 
feel like it's bad.’ Hence, ambiguous social cues could disrupt an otherwise positive relationship 
with singing. 
Other participants reported direct experiences of mockery. K described pupils repeatedly singing 
the same section of her song while deliberately altering the notes to exaggerate her past 
performance: ‘while they were mocking it, they were messing up the notes to make it seem more 
exaggerated.’ Although K later acknowledged that the song may not have suited her voice and that 
‘it was a really stupid song’, she distinguished between the validity of the feedback and its 
humiliating delivery: ‘it wasn’t right how they acted. It was right of what they thought about the song 
though.’ She interpreted the experience as judgement rather than constructive criticism, explaining: 
‘they weren’t right to show their opinion on it.’ The findings therefore suggest that the manner and 
social context of feedback determined whether it became developmental or damaging. While K 
later conceded that the piece may have been ill-suited to her vocal characteristics and represented  
an inappropriate repertoire selection, this interpretation may have been shaped by peer hostility 
rather than a purely objective assessment of her voice and song choice: ‘I just chose it because I 
liked it at the time.’ H similarly recalled a pupil in primary school repeatedly telling her that she 
could not sing and should stop. Although these comments continued over an extended period, H  
eventually became more confident and less affected by them. This demonstrates that judgement 
may not inevitably determine participants’ longer-term confidence; confidence may shift according 
to who is listening, where singing occurs, what is being sung, and how secure participants feel in 
their vocal skills. 
Audience was an important condition shaping participants’ experiences of singing. Participants 
differentiated between audiences, suggesting that perceived risk and confidence varied according 
to who was listening. Trusted friends, familiar peers, younger pupils, family members and choir 
members were not experienced in the same way as older or, in some cases, less familiar pupils. 
Thus, the same act of singing could be experienced as enabling or constraining depending on 
whether the audience was perceived as supportive or critical. K offered a clear account of this 
relationship: singing in front of her own year group had become easier because, as she explained, 
‘my year doesn't do anything to me.’ She added, ‘it really helps. It means I can do whatever I want. 
They won't judge me that much.’ Here, acceptance appeared to do more than reduce discomfort; it 
created a sense of social permission to participate freely. K also distinguished between younger 
and older students, positioning younger pupils as a less threatening audience: ‘they’re little kids, 
what are they going to say to me?’ Her account suggests that perceived social power shaped 
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vulnerability, with the potential judgement of some audiences carrying greater significance than 
others.  
While some participants located psychological safety within familiar peer groups, B offered a 
critical nuance, suggesting that familiarity could sometimes operate as social surveillance rather 
than comfort. For B, singing outside school was less threatening because of the anonymity it 
offered: ‘because I feel like outside of school, there's no one you know inside of the school.’ B’s 
preference for strangers revealed that familiarity could introduce social vulnerability. Within school, 
performing poorly would risk disrupting an established peer identity. Anonymity, instead, would act 
as protective shield, lowering the stakes by separating musical expression from daily social 
consequences. Therefore, psychological safety appears to depend less on familiarity with the 
audience than on the level of social risk involved. This protective shield was also found by blending 
into a group. G, for example, although feeling self-conscious when singing with others, felt that 
performing with the choir protected her from the vulnerability of voice cracks by providing shared 
anonymity: ’if I mess up when I’m singing in a choir, you can't really hear it.’ The collective sound 
shields individual singers, masking mistakes and supporting confidence. Collectively, these 
accounts indicate that managing vulnerability relies heavily on spaces where individual visibility—
and therefore individual risk—is minimised.  
In contrast to the protective ‘shared anonymity’ of a choir, individual vocal lessons can heighten 
feelings of exposure under an external gaze. This was demonstrated during a warm-up exercise 
with participant I, whose lesson took place in a studio featuring a transparent glass panel exposed 
to an adjacent classroom. Commenting on this layout, participant I remarked, ‘I just don't really like 
the area and how people just stare at you... cause it looks kind of weird and stuff... I wouldn't mind 
if they heard it, but I just don't want them to see... who’s singing.’ This reveals a tension between 
auditory and visual privacy during vocal training. While singing is an acoustic act, her concern 
centred on being seen rather than heard. The glass panel removed her privacy, turning an intimate 
lesson into an accidental public performance. Her fear of looking ‘weird’ while making the facial 
and physical movements needed to sing suggests that students may need visual privacy to feel 
safe. Participant I further linked this exposure to peer hierarchy, noting that older pupils were a 
source of heightened criticism: ‘the older the years are, the more like, the more comments you'd 
get.’ Importantly, this anticipated threat did not depend on direct criticism; she was deeply 
concerned that older students might discuss her singing with others, suggesting that the possibility 
of becoming the subject of peer conversation could itself generate anxiety. This event matches a 
pattern I have observed across many years of teaching singing: some students have felt deeply 
uncomfortable being watched during lessons by passing students through the room’s glass door. 
As an educator, I recognise that these glass panels are often a non-negotiable safeguarding 
requirement designed to maintain visibility and institutional safety. However, this creates a 
pedagogical dilemma: while the physical layout cannot be altered because of essential safety 
policies, permanent exposure can cause students to feel a loss of control, potentially disrupting the 
trust and sense of safety needed to practice freely.  
Across these accounts, confidence can therefore be understood as relational rather than 
exclusively individual. Although participants described singing as personally meaningful and 
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something they would continue despite others’ opinions, their willingness to express themselves 
was shaped by how particular audiences were perceived. Peer influence was experienced in 
contrasting ways: peers could provide affirmation and encouragement while also generating the 
possibility of embarrassment, rejection or diminished confidence. Acceptance appeared to 
legitimise participants’ identities as singers, reducing the social risk associated with musical self-
expression. In this sense, I interpreted singing confidence not simply as a fixed individual 
characteristic but as something negotiated through participants’ perceptions of whether their social 
environment would accept and tolerate their singing. 

Negotiating belonging: peer affirmation, friendship and vocal identity 

Across the accounts, supportive friendships constructed singing as a socially safer space in which 
participants could participate, experiment and develop their identities as singers. Friends 
encouraged choir participation, offered musical feedback and normalised singing, functioning as a 
social scaffolding for musical engagement. 

Participant I distinguished between close friends and the wider peer group, responding, ‘my close 
friends, yes,’ when asked whether peers accepted her as a singing student. I interpret this 
distinction as suggesting that friendship provided a more secure social context for expressing her 
musical identity. Her encouragement of a friend to join choir illustrates how peer relationships could 
function in contrast to judgement, sustaining engagement in singing. D similarly described positive 
peer validation: a friend told her that her voice was really similar to a popular singer, which D said 
‘inspires’ her. From my reflexive perspective as her teacher, this appeared significant because its 
influence extended beyond reassurance to shape how D understood her vocal ability. 

Peer affirmation may therefore support a positive musical self-concept, enabling participants to see 
themselves not simply as young people who sing, but as capable singers with a developing 
musical identity. Taken together, these accounts suggest that peer relationships formed an 
important social context for developing and expressing singing confidence. This echoes Parker 
(2018), who found that female choir participation could support confidence, self-expression, 
belonging and interpersonal relationships. Rather than confidence being confined strictly to the 
individual, I interpreted it as relationally constructed through acceptance, affirmation and 
encouragement.  
A further dimension of the participants’ social circle concerns the tension between maintaining peer 
relationships and sustaining a musical identity. B’s account illustrates that peer influence was not 
merely pressure to conform. She distinguished between criticism that could be dismissed, such as 
singing being ‘not cool’, and a direct threat to friendship: ‘if they were saying, oh if you do singing 
lessons, we're not going to be friends with you ... I'll probably leave singing.’ The latter was 
sufficiently consequential to make her reconsider participation, suggesting that the meaning 
attached to peers’ responses depended on their perceived social consequences. B’s comment, ‘I 
feel like I still want to hang out with my friends’, captures the competing pull between musical 
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aspirations and maintaining peer connections. C instead linked potential friendship loss to 
changing her behaviour: ‘because they wouldn't be my friends anymore.’ Her account highlights 
tensions between peer acceptance and commitment to singing, while also suggesting a willingness 
to prioritise her developing musical identity over unsupportive friendships. 
Rather than reducing peer influence to pressure to conform, these accounts suggest that musical 
participation is continually negotiated in relation to vocal identity, belonging and valued social 
relationships. Peer influence was therefore neither solely positive nor negative; its significance 
depended on the social consequences attached to it. 

The social legitimacy of participation: gendered meanings and peer expectations  

While the previous sections explored how the participants negotiated their own vocal changes and 
personal anxieties, their self-perceptions were also informed by who was absent from the singing 
space. Although this study ultimately recruited an all-female sample, asking participants to reflect 
on the low involvement of boys in choirs and singing lessons revealed how they perceived the 
social landscape of singing. This sub-theme therefore shifts the focus from individual confidence to 
the social legitimacy of participation. 

A further pattern concerned perceptions of low male participation in singing. K associated this with 
concerns about how singing might be interpreted by peers, suggesting that some boys may not 
view singing as ‘manly’ or ‘masculine’ and may fear judgement from friends or potential romantic 
partners. This supports Legg (2013) Harrison (2007), who identify gendered and peer expectations 
as barriers to boys’ participation in singing. Participant I similarly suggested that some boys might 
prioritise fitting in or appearing ‘cool’, even if they privately enjoy singing. J, however, offered a 
different interpretation, suggesting simply that singing might not be ‘their thing.’ 
These accounts should not be interpreted as establishing a single explanation for boys’ 
participation. Rather, the variation itself is analytically significant: participants constructed gender 
as one possible social lens through which participation in singing was evaluated. The issue was 
therefore not simply that fewer boys were perceived to sing, but that singing could carry gendered 
social meanings affecting its perceived legitimacy. In contrast, Ashley (2002) and Eliorriaga (2011) 
show that boys may reconstruct singing as compatible with masculinity through skill, effort, 
achievement and socially accepted masculine identities. For participants in the dataset, 
participation was constrained primarily by anticipated judgement of vocal ability, while they also 
perceived that boys could face questions about whether singing was compatible with masculine 
peer identities. This shifts the analytical focus from confidence alone towards legitimacy: who can 
participate in singing without having to explain, justify or defend that participation? 

Theme 3: Learning to work with the changing voice: developing agency 
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I interpreted participants’ accounts as constructing agency through an evolving capacity to 
understand, manage and navigate their changing voices within social, pedagogical and musical 
contexts. Agency involved making meaningful choices while negotiating structures shaped by 
teachers, peers and institutional expectations. Vocal knowledge became significant when 
embodied and actionable, enabling participants to reinterpret uncertainty, manage technical 
challenges and develop confidence. Motivation was similarly relational: personal enjoyment and 
passion were supported, but sometimes constrained, by family, friends, peers, teachers and 
opportunities to participate. Participants also constructed multiple possible musical selves, ranging 
from private and recreational singing to performance, creative activity and potential careers, 
shaped by their preferred levels of visibility, social safety and autonomy. Overall, developing 
agency did not mean gaining complete control over the changing voice, but building the 
confidence, knowledge and capacity to negotiate when, where, with whom and how singing could 
remain meaningful. 

Participants’ accounts suggest that AVC was experienced through the interaction of the changing 
body, developing vocal skills and the social contexts in which the voice was heard. Rather than 
simply physiological change, it involved learning to understand, trust, manage and publicly inhabit 
a changing voice. Alongside uncertainty and vulnerability, participants described developing ways 
of managing their voices; singing lessons were particularly significant in this process. K described 
her vocal skills as having ‘significantly improved’, explaining that lessons helped her understand 
difficulties with breathing, physical tension and high notes; hence, technical knowledge appeared 
to make previously elusive vocal difficulties more understandable and manageable. Practice 
similarly supported developing control: H described learning to move between registers through 
repeated practice and adapting to a style of singing, while B reported that breath management had 
become easier. 

Agency: having a voice also means having a choice 

Agency also involved adapting to changing vocal demands. Several participants adapted their 
repertoire to accommodate vocal shifts, and I interpret repertoire choice as an important condition 
shaping engagement and perceived musical agency. Participants frequently valued selecting 
songs they liked. F offered comparative evidence, noting that participation in a singing group 
increased when members could vote on the repertoire. Similarly, J compared individual lessons, 
where she could choose songs, with choir, where repertoire was predetermined and unfamiliar. K 
described reduced motivation when singing teachers assigned songs from a graded book, 
preferring music she enjoyed outside lessons, and likened a disliked song as a ‘wall’ preventing 
her from reaching her ‘true potential.’ For L, willingness to perform ‘depends on what we're 
singing’: although she would participate in a musical, she was less inclined to perform a ‘boring 
song’ in which she would simply ‘sit like, straight and just sing’. This echoes Lamont et al. (2003), 
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who identified resistance to non-preferred repertoire among secondary students. This suggests 
that engagement was shaped by the relationship between repertoire and personal interest, with 
choice influencing enjoyment and agency However, the data do not support a simple causal 
relationship between having limited choice and withdrawal. J, for example, continued participating 
despite disliking some repertoire because she still loved singing, suggesting that restricted choice 
might instead result in less enthusiastic engagement rather than withdrawal form participation.  
Repetition revealed a similar tension: L initially valued repeating songs as it enabled improvement, 
but found practice tedious after several lessons. In contrast, K valued structured warm-ups and 
feedback because she could notice measurable vocal improvement, while C favoured varied 
warm-ups. Taken together, these accounts suggest that participants valued progress, challenge, 
and development, when these remained personally meaningful. This sense of meaning was also 
physical; H selected repertoire within a more manageable range to reduce strain, while J 
expressed frustration when a teacher selected a song that was too high and valued having a 
choice of repertoire. Repertoire, therefore, functioned not simply as a technical consideration, but 
as a psychological condition shaping motivation, vocal investment, and a willingness to perform. 
Therefore, agency was not the absence of structure, but the ability to exercise meaningful choice 
within it. This supports Higgins’ (2026) finding that autonomy-supportive pedagogy can strengthen 
girls’ agency during vocal change. Participants clearly valued teacher expertise, feedback, and 
technical development, while also requiring a degree of control over what they sang to sustain their 
involvement. 
Across the accounts, confidence and agency appeared to develop through understanding, 
practising and adapting rather than complete control of the changing voice. For D, a lower voice 
represented both change and opportunity, as she expressed acceptance of her voice as unique. L 
described moving from frustration at being unable to reach high notes in Year 7 to accessing more 
notes through training: she conceptualised this improvement through personal agency and skill 
acquisition, stating, ‘I think I just got the hang of it... I trained it more’, suggesting that she 
understood progress through effort and developing technical mastery. This resonates with Orton 
and Pitts’ (2019) finding that girls viewed singing ability as something that could be developed 
through practice and effort. Technical development did not, however, equate to confidence; the 
findings indicate that vocal competence and confidence were not synonymous, challenging the 
assumption that students who are technically more capable necessarily feel more confident and 
vice versa. Vocal confidence remained contextual and relational, shaped by several factors such 
as audience, repertoire, vocal support and previous experience. G, for example, worried about 
cracks and strains, feeling embarrassed and afraid of failure when her voice behaved 
unpredictably in front of others, while also considering herself capable and confident in her singing 
abilities. J, by contrast, had a poor perception of her vocal skills,  felt technically uncertain, and 
compared herself negatively with friends while nevertheless taking prominent performance roles. 
Hence, confidence was not experienced as a stable personal attribute: students could be confident 
in one context and vulnerable in another.  
Confidence also developed through strategies for managing vulnerability. For C and F, singing 
lessons provided a valuable framework for building confidence, with C indicating accumulated 
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experience, and F highlighting how warm-ups, tailored advice, and direct support made a 
difference. Participants described selecting suitable repertoire, practising difficult passages, relying 
on ensemble support and continuing after mistakes as ways of maintaining control. A advised 
another singer to continue after a voice crack and ‘act like it didn't happen’, arguing that continuing 
could enable the performer to ‘redeem’ the mistake. This offers a counter-narrative to 
perfectionism: the meaning of a mistake can change through what happens afterwards, suggesting 
that confidence may involve managing imperfection rather than eliminating it. Similarly, B described 
feeling nervous at the beginning of a concert, worrying that her voice might fail, but reported feeling 
fine after approximately 30 seconds; A reported that she might feel nervous before performing in 
front of a crowd but ‘once I'm singing, I feel great’; K described moving from shaking legs during an 
early performance to later feeling that she ‘didn't care’ and O depicted an initially ‘frightening' and  
‘scary’ experience that became better as it progressed. These accounts suggest that repeated 
experience may change participants’ relationship with anxiety, rather than remove it.  

Performance was consequently experienced as emotionally ambivalent. Participants described it 
as simultaneously anxiety-provoking, nerve-wracking and enjoyable, or frightening but confidence-
building. For C, being recognised through singing was ‘empowering’ and ’it felt good to get 
recognised’. M described feeling ‘supported, confident and proud of myself’, while H stated that 
she ‘love[s] performing on stage’ and feeling excited. Performance therefore represented both 
exposure and possibility: visibility could create vulnerability to judgement while also enabling 
recognition, pride and affirmation.  

A similar tension was identified in participants’ dynamic negotiation of musical identity and peer 
belonging’. Many demonstrated agency by resisting peer influence, stating that ‘they can't control 
what I do’ and ‘I'm not going to let them decide what I do’. Yet this autonomy coexisted with an 
awareness that peer acceptance mattered, revealing a tension between autonomy and belonging: 
participants wanted to remain authentic to their musical interests while also maintaining social 
acceptance. 

Negotiating agency within the lesson structure 

Participants constructed individual and small-group lessons as offering different possibilities for 
developing agency, despite having limited control over the lesson structure. Individual tuition was 
associated with focused attention and greater opportunity to work on the changing voice. A and G 
associated individual lessons with more time for personalised feedback, musical development and 
ownership of learning, while E found group singing made it difficult to ‘hear myself’ and focus on 
improving her voice. However, agency was not constructed solely through individual learning. For 
others, peers provided enjoyment, modelling and reassurance: D recalled that, when younger, a 
peer could ‘cheer me up’, F and J associated group singing with enjoyment, friendship and 
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inspiration, B described singing with a classmate as making her ‘voice ... more natural and free’, 
while H valued hearing ‘different styles’ and ‘different voices’ as opportunities for learning. 

These accounts also reveal the vulnerability of being heard while the voice is changing. B 
recognised that vocal change might make students reluctant to sing before peers, and D preferred 
individual tuition because it provided ‘more space for improvement’ and reduced self-
consciousness when her ‘voice cracks’, although she felt that group singing had helped her learn. 
My interpretation was also reflexively informed by my professional experience of  non-participant 
students who, after singing in small groups, expressed greater vocal freedom and self-expression 
during occasional individual tuition. This led me to consider how social conditions may shape 
students’ willingness to use and explore their voices. I therefore interpret participants’ preferences 
not as reflecting a straightforward distinction between individual and small-group singing, but as 
expressions of different ways of negotiating agency within an externally determined structure. 
Individual tuition could afford privacy and focused vocal exploration, while peer learning could 
enable social support, modelling and shared musical engagement. Agency was thus constructed 
not simply through choice, but through negotiating the conditions in which the changing voice could 
be heard, explored and developed. 

Vocal knowledge becomes meaningful when embodied, actionable and normalising 

Across the dataset, participants differed in how they imagined vocal knowledge affecting 
confidence and motivation. A key pattern was that knowledge became meaningful when connected 
to embodied experience and translated into action. Simply knowing that the voice changes during 
adolescence was not necessarily perceived as useful; participants valued knowledge when it 
offered ways of understanding and responding to those changes. 

K distinguished between abstract information and practical strategies: ‘You’re just telling me what 
happens and I can’t really control it’, compared with ‘If you tell me how to manoeuvre around it… or 
what effects it has on my singing, then that would help.’ For Participant I, AVC was an interesting 
but relatively detached ‘sciencey’ topic, while O already experienced singing as enjoyable and 
viewed additional knowledge as secondary. L similarly emphasised experiential learning: ‘I won’t 
really get it until I practice it with someone.’ This partly contrasts with Mercado and Draut’s (2024) 
emphasis on anatomy-informed pedagogy, as participants valued knowledge primarily when it was 
practically applicable.The value of vocal knowledge was therefore conditional on participants’ 
existing relationships with singing and their ability to make knowledge actionable. 

A second pattern concerned knowledge as a means of normalising vocal change. For some 
participants, understanding adolescence offered an alternative interpretation of vocal difficulties, 
shifting them from evidence of personal inadequacy towards experiences associated with 
development. G suggested she would feel ‘a lot more like okay with my voice like straining or 
cracking’ if she understood these changes as related to puberty. Likewise, B described vocal 
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change as ‘a normal thing for everyone’, while F connected knowledge with understanding the 
causes of vocal changes and identifying ways of responding to them. For N, questionnaire data 
suggested that information could help her understand changes in her body and what she was able 
to do. Within this pattern, vocal knowledge may support young students through explanation rather 
than certainty: it does not remove unpredictability, but may alter its meaning, so that uncertainty 
can be understood as part of vocal development rather than as a sign of failure. 

Knowledge was also constructed as a resource for agency. F suggested it would enable her to ‘use 
my voice the way it’s meant to be used’, while A associated technical knowledge with confidence: 
‘if you know more about your voice or how to sing things such as technique… you would be more 
confident’, referring to having ‘the tips’ needed to perform. From this perspective, vocal education 
may support agency when knowledge enables young people to make decisions about their voices 
rather than simply increasing what they know. 
Importantly, this did not displace the pleasure of singing: D emphasised ‘just having fun in general.’ 
Vocal education may therefore be most meaningful when it integrates knowledge with embodied 
practice, agency and enjoyment, rather than positioning technical knowledge as valuable in its own 
right.  

Regarding the potential reach and impact of a vocal-change workshop among non-singing 
students, findings suggest that vocal information may create possibilities without guaranteeing 
public or formal participation. Participants constructed information about AVC as potentially 
increasing interest and confidence among non-singing students. L suggested that learning what 
the changing voice can do could encourage students to ‘try it out’, while F felt greater 
understanding might challenge assumptions that their voice was ‘not good enough’ and encourage 
singing. C similarly described vocal change as ‘interesting’ and potentially inspiring. However, 
participants also recognised that information alone might not overcome disinterest or anxiety: J 
considered it irrelevant to students who did not care about singing, D anticipated concerns about 
embarrassment, while K suggested that some non-singing students might experiment privately at 
home, connecting with the earlier finding that home could provide a low-pressure space for vocal 
exploration. In this sense, vocal-change knowledge was therefore perceived as potentially opening 
possibilities for participation, but its impact depended on students’ existing interests, confidence 
and perceive competence. However, uncertainty in some responses across questions concerning 
the impact of AVC information, including one participant’s difficulty understanding the question, 
prompted reflexive consideration of question clarity across questionnaires and interviews. 

From my reflexive perspective as a singing teacher, this dynamic highlights a potential limit of 
educational outreach: information may lower barriers to understanding, but cannot eliminate the 
social risks adolescents may associate with singing. Non-participation in formal school singing may 
therefore reflect not simply a lack of musical interest, but differing ways of managing vocal identity, 
confidence and peer evaluation. This prompted me to reconsider whether successful outreach 

31



should be measured only through recruitment into formal singing provision, or also through 
enabling young people to explore their voices safely and autonomously. 

Across the wider dataset, young people’s experiences of singing can therefore be understood as 
an ongoing negotiation of vocal agency and legitimacy. Where and with whom singing occurs, its 
perceived visibility and consequences, interpretations of changing voices, and access to practical 
knowledge all shape this negotiation. Vocal education may consequently matter not simply 
because it increases knowledge, but because embodied and actionable knowledge can help young 
people reinterpret uncertainty, exercise greater agency and imagine further possibilities for singing. 

The foundations of motivation: personal passion and social circles 

Participants’ motivation to engage with singing was primarily constructed around personal passion 
and enjoyment, while encouragement and reinforcement were provided by their social circles, 
including family, friends and peers, as well as from teachers and school-based opportunities. The 
data complicate a simple intrinsic/extrinsic distinction: participants often described singing as 
something that ‘came from’ themselves, while their motivation was also shaped by relationships, 
opportunities to improve and future aspirations. 

For many, singing lessons did not create this personal passion for singing but provided a formal 
context through which it could develop. Participation can therefore be understood through a 
dynamic sequence of interest,  participation, skill development, increased confidence, leading to a 
motivation to continue. Motivation appeared self-reinforcing when participants recognised their own 
progress. This emphasis on optimal learning, motivation and engagement also features in Freer’s 
(2009a) study of adolescent boys. 

I interpreted motivation as developing not in isolation but as shaped and supported through 
participants’ immediate social circles. Participants’ immediate social circles could play a dual role, 
acting as powerful sources of encouragement while simultaneously introducing social risks and 
complex peer pressures. For some, family members acted as sources of modelling, 
encouragement and emotional reinforcement. Rather than replacing young people’s own 
motivation, significant others appeared to amplify it by making musical participation feel legitimate, 
possible and worthwhile. 

Friends and peers similarly made participation more attainable by introducing opportunities and 
reducing the psychological distance between wanting to sing and joining. However, peer influence 
was ambivalent: elsewhere in the dataset, participants described embarrassment, fear of 
judgement and concerns about others’ opinions. The same social environment could therefore 
encourage participation through friendship while inhibiting it through perceived judgement. This 
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may indicate that motivation cannot be understood independently of the social context in which it is 
acted upon; a student may be highly motivated to sing while finding the social conditions for 
participation difficult.  

The findings also suggest a distinction between motivation to sing and motivation to access singing 
lessons. Students may already want to sing, while teacher encouragement, invitations, friends or 
visible opportunities make participation conceivable. Teachers and institutional opportunities 
therefore appeared to support the expression of existing motivation rather than generate motivation 
in themselves. Ultimately, participants did not just experience vocal change; they actively used 
singing lessons to build personal autonomy, shaping how they understood and projected their 
musical identities into the future. 

Possible musical selves: navigating aspirations and imagined futures 

Motivation was also oriented towards imagined future selves. Participants connected singing with 
performance, confidence and potential future musical involvement. E wanted to do ‘something in 
music in the future’, while F described secondary school as a time when she wanted to perform in 
concerts. B linked lessons with her band and increasing performance opportunities. 

This suggests that participants were not only asking whether they enjoyed singing, but whether 
they could become more skilled, confident or more performance-ready. D linked improvement with 
confidence in her voice, while E associated confidence with performing to audiences. Singing 
lessons could therefore provide spaces for participants to explore possible identities, as singers, 
performers, musicians, or simply as young people who feel confident using their voices. Taken 
together, these findings extend the earlier account of motivation by showing how personal 
enjoyment, social relationships, opportunities and imagined futures interacted in participants’ 
engagement with singing. 

Participants’ accounts reflected how they imagined their relationship with singing beyond school. 
Across the dataset, these imagined futures were conditional, situated and plural, rather than 
defined by a simple choice between becoming a singer and discontinuing singing. Participants 
described possible futures ranging from private or recreational singing to choirs, bands, theatre, 
charitable performance and potential artistic careers. This connects with Freer’s (2009b; 2015) 
concept of possible musical selves. 

For some participants, singing formed part of an explicitly aspirational musical future. F imagined 
becoming an artist and writing and recording her own songs, while H considered theatre auditions 
and making music without necessarily pursuing it as a career; E anticipated continuing through 
music clubs or bands. Others positioned singing primarily as a recreational: B intended to continue 
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lessons and potentially study music, G wanted to remain involved in choir and develop her 
technique without pursuing singing professionally, and C imagined singing through karaoke and 
informal experiences with friends. Other accounts suggested more occasional or context-
dependent forms of engaging with singing. D considered using singing for charity fundraising, while 
participant I was uncertain about continuing beyond school and preferred singing with people she 
knew, and J imagined singing at home or continuing lessons. K described singing as a ‘hidden 
talent’ while imagining the possibility of an open-mic performance. This can be interpreted as a  
possible self that is latent, tentative, with the potential to be revealed through a specific future 
opportunity, 

Taken together, these accounts suggest that participants’ musical identities were flexible rather 
than binary. Valuing singing did not necessarily involve adopting a professional musical identity, 
while uncertainty about public performance did not indicate a lack of musical engagement. Instead, 
participants constructed possible musical selves around contexts compatible with their preferred 
levels of visibility, social safety and autonomy. 

 An important pattern concerned the relationship between visibility and confidence. Although public 
performance could represent social risk, some participants also understood it as an opportunity for 
personal development: F expressed a desire to perform to ‘different audiences’, rather than only 
school audiences, while B suggested that performing in front of more people could ‘build your 
confidence’, and provide opportunities to meet ‘new people, new friends.’ Unfamiliar audiences 
were therefore not necessarily experienced exclusively as threatening. Performing beyond 
established school relationships could create opportunities to construct a different social and 
musical identity. 
However, context shaped the meaning of performance. L could imagine performing for children but 
was less enthusiastic about a formal business environment, associating this with authority and an 
undesirable setting. Thus, participants were not simply accepting or rejecting performance; they 
evaluated particular audiences and environments according to how safe, appropriate and 
manageable they perceived them to be. 

From a reflexive perspective, these patterns can be understood as participants actively negotiating 
their possible musical identities. Their accounts demonstrate agency in deciding when, where, with 
whom and how singing might remain part of their lives. Singing could therefore be retained as a 
hobby, social practice, creative activity, performance opportunity or potential career, depending on 
the context. The apparent contradictions within participants’ accounts are consequently significant: 
a participant could aspire to perform while simultaneously avoiding particular audiences; value 
singing while rejecting professionalisation; or experience anxiety about visibility while viewing 
performance as a means of developing confidence. Rather than treating these positions as 
inconsistent, the analysis suggests that participants were negotiating the boundaries of desired 
visibility and perceived social risk.  
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Overall, the theme demonstrates that participants imagined multiple possible musical futures rather 
than a single trajectory towards or away from singing. Their future musical selves were shaped by 
contexts in which singing could remain meaningful, socially safe and personally autonomous. 
This highlights the value of educational provision that accommodates different reasons for 
engaging with singing, including personal autonomy, enjoyment and well-being, alongside 
aspirations for public performance or musical progression. 

Conclusion  

This study explored how adolescent singing students experienced their changing voices within the 
social, pedagogical and musical contexts of secondary school. The reflexive thematic analysis 
developed the overarching argument that negotiating a changing voice involves uncertainty, social 
exposure and the navigation of agency. 
Theme 1, ‘The disruption of vocal control: negotiating uncertainty and an unfolding new horizon’, 
constructed vocal change as fluctuating rather than linear. Participants experienced disruption to 
previously familiar vocal control alongside emerging vocal possibilities, suggesting that 
development involved negotiating uncertainty rather than simply progressing towards greater vocal 
control. 
Theme 2, ‘The voice under observation: comparison, judgement and vulnerability’, highlighted how 
this uncertainty became particularly significant when the voice was socially exposed. Participants’ 
confidence was shaped by comparison, anticipated or actual judgement, audience and perceived 
social safety. The changing voice was therefore experienced as both personal and public, with 
social relationships capable of either constraining or supporting musical identity. 
Theme 3, ‘Learning to work with the changing voice: developing agency’, explored how participants 
responded to this uncertainty through choice, practice, motivation, experience, knowledge, 
relationships, and imagined futures. Agency was not constructed as complete control over the 
changing voice, but as a developing capacity to negotiate when, where, with whom and how 
singing could remain meaningful. Vocal knowledge was most meaningful when embodied and 
actionable, while confidence emerged as contextual rather than simply a consequence of technical 
competence. 
Taken together, the themes suggest that agency is constructed not through overcoming the 
changing voice, but through learning how to negotiate it. The relationship between the themes is 
therefore not a linear developmental sequence, but an ongoing and recursive process in which 
participants could experience agency in one context and vulnerability in another. The findings 
consequently position AVC as a negotiation between the changing body, the individual singer and 
the social environment. 

Implications for singing pedagogy 
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Supporting adolescents through vocal change involves more than technical instruction. Students 
may benefit from opportunities to develop an informed and meaningful understanding of their 
changing voices and ways of working with them, with vocal knowledge presented as a resource for 
interpreting vocal experiences rather than as a means of eliminating uncertainty. 

The findings highlight the value of flexibility and student agency within singing provision. Students 
may benefit from negotiating aspects of their learning, including repertoire, performance and levels 
of social visibility, while still being supported by teacher expertise. Differing preferences for 
individual or small-group singing suggest that students’ agency operates within the structural 
constraints of school provision; where the format of lessons cannot be chosen, students may 
instead adapt to the available context and find ways to sustain meaningful engagement. Similarly, 
musical development need not be defined only through technical progression or increasingly public 
performance; enjoyment, autonomy, confidence, social connection and continued informal 
engagement may represent equally meaningful forms of musical development. 

For teachers, attention to the social conditions in which vocal exploration takes place is therefore 
important. Repertoire, grouping, performance opportunities and peer relationships may influence 
how safely students feel able to experiment with their changing voices. Supporting adolescent 
singers consequently involves creating pedagogical conditions in which different musical identities 
and trajectories can be explored without requiring a particular outcome. 

Limitations and recommendations for future research 

This study was based on a small number of participants and therefore offers a situated 
interpretation rather than a broadly representative account of adolescent vocal identity. The 
participants were also drawn from a particular geographical and cultural context, meaning that their 
experiences may reflect the social and educational conditions of that setting. Older secondary-
school year groups were not represented due to a lack of volunteers. Future research could 
therefore seek representation across the full secondary-school age range to explore whether 
experiences of vocal change, identity and agency shift across adolescence. Peripatetic singing 
provision in secondary schools and students’ self-perceptions of AVC also remain relatively under-
examined in the literature, warranting further research in these areas. 

The study did not include male participants, as the few adolescent boys receiving singing lessons 
chose not to participate; their under-representation in school choirs and singing lessons is also 
reflected in my teaching experience and the literature. Future research could therefore explore 
current boys’ experiences of AVC in singing lessons and the longer-term benefits and meanings of 
these experiences through retrospective interviews with former male students. Longitudinal 
research could further examine students’ perceptions of AVC over time.  
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Finally, the study was conducted from an insider-researcher position, with the researcher also 
acting as a singing teacher in the research context.  While this provided valuable contextual 
knowledge, participants’ responses may have been influenced by their teacher relationship. Future 
research could therefore adopt an outsider or combined insider-outsider perspective to explore 
whether different researcher-participant relationships influence participants’ accounts of adolescent 
vocal identity. 

Researcher Reflection 

The findings prompted me to reconsider my initial assumption that individual or small-group singing 
lessons would necessarily provide a safer and more private space for students to work through 
AVC and express themselves more freely than within the wider social environment of choir. 
Instead, the findings highlighted how social exposure, constraints and confidence-related 
challenges may also be present within the micro-context of singing lessons.  

Undertaking this research has influenced my practice as a singing teacher by deepening my 
understanding of how students experience vocal change, including aspects of their perspectives 
that may not be visible within lessons. This has increased my confidence in responding to 
individual experiences and enriched my teaching relationships. The research has also encouraged 
me to recognise the social and emotional dimensions of their singing alongside technical 
development.  
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