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Introduction 

The aim of this paper is to further understand research design, methodology and the due 

diligence to ethics and insider research in my discipline as a vocal practitioner in a private 

studio.  An examination of ontology and epistemology and their effect on research will be 

explored.  This paper will investigate four paradigms of positivism, post-positivism, interpretivism 

and pragmaticism as it provides a broader perspective in vocal pedagogy.  An overview of 

qualitative, quantitative and mixed methodological approaches and their application into 

research design will be discussed. With my intended focus of qualitative research as a 

practitioner, different research designs including case study, action research and grounded 

theory will be examined.  This will be followed by a clarification of ethical issues in my research 

ideas and the implications of being an insider researcher.  These aspects will be critically 

evaluated and tied to my practice.   

Research Philosophy  

Axiology examines the value and ethics of a researcher (Biedenbach & Jacobsson, 

2016).  This in terms shape what exists, ontology, and how knowledge is acquired, 

epistemology (Allen & Varga, 2007).  The nature of research is to rigorously enquire and 

examine information about a topic or problem that adds knowledge to a specific field (Chia, 

2002).  The approach of the researcher is influenced by the paradigm.  A paradigm is the 

researcher’s worldview (Mackenzie and Knipe, 2006).  It represents the beliefs and values 

(Schwandt, 2014) of how a researcher makes decisions (Kivunja & Kuyini, 2017).  Paradigms 

establish ground rules for the application of the research, setting the scene on the best 

evaluation of the research topic (Kuhn,1997).  Firstly, it is important to understand ontology and 

epistemology are elements which guide the researcher in discovering what paradigm they are in 

(Crossan, 2003).  Then the paradigm guides the questions to be asked and the appropriate 

methodology (Crossan, 2003), the strategic plan to acquire knowledge (Scotland, 2012).  

Ontology and Epistemology  

Ontology, focusing on what, and epistemology, focusing on how (Potter, 2017), 

determines an appropriate methodological approach (Weaver & Olson, 2006).  Some believe 

ontology and epistemology influence the theoretical perspectives that determines the research 

methodology which governs the chosen method (Crotty, 1998; Bracken, 2010).   
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Moon and Blackman (2014) describe different ontology positions (see figure 1).  On one 

end a naive realist relates one single reality exists independent of human experiences (Moon & 

Blackman, 2014).  Meanwhile relativism advocates the philosophy of reality to be constructed in 

the mind and that multiple reality exists as individuals have their own version of the truth (Moon 

& Blackman, 2014).  Realities are different due to historical and cultural interpretations (Crotty, 

1998).  Upon reflection of the literature, my ontology as a vocal teacher is that of a bounded 

relativist.  I believe in one shared reality within the voice community but appreciate different 

realities exist.   

Moon and Blackman (2014) include three epistemology categories (figure 2).  

Objectivism assumes reality exists independently of the individual mind (Moon & Blackman, 

2014) and the researcher can remain detached from the subject (Pratt, 1998).  The facts are in 

existence for study (Pratt, 1998).  On the contrary, subjectivists believe knowledge is dependent 

on how individuals perceive and understand reality (Moon & Blackman, 2014).  Reality is 

molded to fit the purpose of individuals (Powell, 2001).  Individuals will pose meaning and value 

to the subject and interpretations will vary depending on what makes sense to them (Crotty, 

1998).  The difference is summarized by Pratt (1998) as seeing is believing (objectivism) and 

believing determines what is seen (subjectivism).   

 

Figure 2: Epistemology Positions (Moon & Blackman, 2014). 

From the review of literature, I understand myself to be a constructionist.  There exists 

no absolute truth to be discovered (Moon & Blackman, 2014), truth is dependent on human 

experience with the realities in the world (Bruner, 1986).  Knowledge is constructed through 

continuous experiences, social interactions and interpretations of information (Crotty, 1998).  

Schwandt (1994) describes in constructionism, knowledge is absorbed from concepts.  The 

truth is context dependent and is shaped by the various perspectives (Moon & Blackman, 2014).  

 

Figure 1: Ontology Positions (Moon & Blackman, 2014). 
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I acknowledge different individuals will construct meaning on the same subject in different ways.  

The cultural, historical and social lenses of an individual impact how an individual understands 

the world (Creswell & Creswell, 2017).  Constructionist research is valued in generating 

contextual understanding of a specific problem (Moon & Blackman, 2014).  Through my 

pedagogical approaches, I highly prioritize promotion of active learning, critical thinking and 

problem solving rather than delivering facts.  I appreciate research findings are influenced by 

theories and frameworks scientists use to interpret data (Crossan, 2003).  I believe students 

learn through adjusting their approach based on personal discoveries, where understanding is 

constructed through trial, error and reflection.  Constructivist epistemology in vocal pedagogy 

emphasizes on active learning where students build vocal knowledge through hands-on 

experience, social interaction with teacher or peers and reflection.   

Paradigms 

Upon understanding ontology and epistemology, a research paradigm (Table 1) for how 

the research is conducted and interpreted can be formed.  Positivism is rooted in the belief that 

reality is objective and independent of human perception, measurable and understood through 

empirical methods (Park, Konge & Artino, 2020).  This paradigm does not match with my 

ontology as a bounded relativist which acknowledges different realities exist.  In addition, a 

positivism role does not contend with my constructionism epistemology allowing truth to be 

dependent on the human experience.   

Post-positivism is where there is still belief that an objective reality exists but can only be 

approximated (Guba, 1989), there is acknowledgement that human observation is imperfect and 

influenced by biases and limitations (Habib, 2020).  The realist ontology of post-positivism does 

not align with the bounded relativistic approach where reality is not fully objective and is shaped 

by different contexts.  Post-positivism asserts reality exists independently of human perception.  

Furthermore, a constructionist challenges the foundational belief in objective knowledge which 

is the pillar for post-positivism (Ryan, 2006).  This contradicts post-positivism’s belief on 

objective facts.  Thus, the fundamental assumptions of post-positivism are not aligned with my 

ontological and epistemological views.   
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Table 1: Summary of Paradigms 
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Interpretivism emphasizes reality is subjective, socially constructed and varies amongst 

individuals (Bodgan & Biklen, 1998).  It is important to note this paradigm focuses on 

understanding the meaning of interpretations within broader social contexts (Bodgan & Biklen, 

1998), while a bounded relativist holds that reality is relative to the individual and context.  A 

more fluid meaning of context makes interpretivist ontology inconsistent with a bounded 

relativist which assumes a more defined limit on reality (Nickerson, 2002).  An interpretivist’s 

more open-ended approach to meaning and knowledge is incompatible with the context-

specific, bounded nature of a relativism and the co-constructed view of knowledge in 

constructionism.   

Pragmatism targets the practical application of knowledge and solving problems (Alise & 

Teddlie, 2010).  It emphasizes the outcome and usefulness of research rather than adhering to 

a particular philosophy of knowledge (Biesta, 2021), focusing on what works to allow the 

researcher to address the question investigated (Patton, 1990).  A pragmatic approach aligns 

well with bounded relativism and constructivism for several reasons.  Bounded relativism 

emphasizes reality is not entirely objective but is understood relative to contexts.  There is 

acknowledgement of shared experiences and common realities.  The perspectives are limited 

by context.  Although pragmatism does not have as rigid ontology as a bounded relativist, it 

recognizes there are no absolute truths but seeks the truth of what works in particular context.  

Pragmatism aligns with constructivism because it supports that knowledge is not discovered in 

an objective, detached way, built through experiences and social interactions (Morgan, 2014).  

Knowledge is a means to solve problems to meet practical needs.  Both pragmatism and 

constructionism share the view that knowledge is flexible and context-dependent (Osbeck, 

1993).  Both follow the framework that truth and knowledge emerge from real world context and 

human experiences (Osbeck, 2013).  For these reasons, a pragmatic paradigm aligns with my 

ontology and epistemology.   

Methodological Approaches 

Research methodologies are systematic approaches to guide the collection, analysis 

and interpretation of data (Firdaus, Zulfadilla & Caniago, 2021).   Primary research 

methodologies include qualitative, quantitative and mixed methods (Hyde, 2000).  Qualitative 

research explores phenomena and gains insights into human experiences within a context 

(Hammarberg, Kirkman & De Lacey, 2016).  It seeks to understand individual's thoughts, 

behaviors and perspectives (Clarke & Jack, 1998).  This method is flexible and adaptive as the 

research progresses (Clark & Jack, 1998).  In addition, the complexity and nuance of the 
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situation can be further understood and does not oversimplify the context (Briedwell et al, 2008).  

Qualitative research, although flexible in allowing researchers to adapt their approach based on 

new insights, can sometimes be seen as lightweight since it involves a smaller sample which 

may not be representative of the generalized population (Hammarberg, Kirkman & De Lacy, 

2016).  The results may be assessed as biased by the researcher’s opinions due to its 

interpretative nature (Busetto, Wick & Gumbinger, 2020).  The data is more flexible and open-

ended and may not have a standardized way for analysis which can result in variations and 

difficulty to replicate (Bloomfield & Fisher, 2019).  However, due to its ability to generate 

narrative data, there is the opportunity to provide an in-depth holistic view of the research 

problem which may be overlooked in quantitative studies (Creswell, 1999).   An example of the 

qualitative method is Lamont and colleagues’ (2012) study of good singing practice in music 

education.  A series of interviews and observations were conducted to understand how singing 

practice was put into place in different classrooms.  This is an example of the small sample size 

in qualitative research where only seven schools were chosen, thus there is reduced 

generalizability.    

On the contrary, quantitative research focuses on gathering numerical data and applying 

statistical analysis to understand relationships and patterns (Osborne, 2008).  A quantifiable 

model is used in this method as it is measurable and comparable (Sukamolson, 2007).  Keltz & 

McHenry (2022) used measured data points to compare effectiveness of adding steam to Semi 

Occluded Vocal Tract (SOVT) exercises.  Information is objective and structured since the 

design is standardized to ensure consistency in data collection; thus, the research is replicable 

(Goertzen, 2017).  A larger sample size compared to qualitative method is used allowing the 

results to be generalized for the larger population (Osborne, 2008).  There is often a limit to the 

ability of flexibility for unexpected findings (Holton & Burnett, 2005).  This method often focuses 

on breadth rather than depth which can limit the understanding of the results in context 

(Hancock et al, 2010).  With a focus on the measurable variables only, situations may be 

oversimplified (Goertzen, 2017).  There is minimal flexibility as the data collection tools are all 

designed to be applied in the same manner (Sukamolson, 2007). 

It is commonly agreed the mixed method approach combines both qualitative and 

quantitative ideas for a more comprehensive understanding (Creswell, 1999).  Davis and 

colleagues (2023) used a mixed method approach to understand the impact of group singing on 

children's well-being.  Quantitatively a Likert scale was used to measure children’s subjective 

well-being.  The qualitative component utilized a focus group to understand children’s 
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enjoyment of the group singing.  The depth of qualitative data and breadth of quantitative data 

contributes to a more comprehensive conclusion (Doyle, Brady & Byrne, 2009).  In addition, 

using both methods allow for cross-validation of findings (De Lilse, 2011).  When qualitative and 

quantitative results align, the credibility of the conclusion is strengthened (Almalki, 2016).  If the 

results different, the opportunity to explore the reason for the difference allows for deeper 

insights (Almalki, 2016).  Furthermore, mixed method allows greater flexibility to dive into 

complex questions that may not be answered fully with one method alone (De Lilse, 2011).  For 

these reasons a broader scope of application for the outcome may result from the mixed 

method approach (Lindsay, 2013).       

Research Designs  

As a vocal practitioner the nature of my work will be research focused on the human 

experiences, thus a qualitative methodology would be appropriate.  This informs my research 

design to focus on case study, action research and grounded theory for qualitative research 

(Tesch, 2013).  Case studies are used to investigate phenomena in real-life natural 

environments (Yin, 2009).  It examines in-depth scenarios of an individual, group or community 

(Hollweck & Yin, 2015) with a defined boundary (Merriam, 1998).  Multiple data sources are 

used to build a comprehensive understanding of the case including interviews, observations, 

and surveys (Yin, 2009).  The intention is not to conclude on a generalization to larger 

population but to gain insights to a specific context (Hancock, Algozzine & Lim, 2021).  New 

insights are obtained and the researcher has a learn by doing approach, the researcher is 

closely engaged with the participants studied (Merriam, 1998).  Tools include interviews, 

narratives, and direct observations (Anaf, Drummond & Sheppard, 2007).  The goal is to create 

a chain of evidence through multiple sources (Yin, 2009).   This is open-ended and flexible to 

address new avenues of exploration as they emerge.  The analysis is to address all major rival 

interpretations (Yin, 2009).  Case studies are the preferred strategy for addressing how and why 

questions (Yin, 2009).  A powerful point of case studies is that it is observed within the natural 

environment of the situation (Stake, 2008).  Analysis is those with integrated interpretations of 

the situation and context (Stake, 2008).  Reflection is viewed as an important element in case 

studies as it considers impressions and the meaning relating to the context and experience 

(Stake, 2008).  Case study research design ties into my pragmatic paradigm where I can focus 

on understanding specific pedagogical implications of strategies and construct my epistemology 

from the study.  However, the research would be context specific and may not be applicable for 

general application across different students in my vocal practice.      
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Action research is an approach suitable for problem-solving and knowledge generation 

in a specific setting (Somekh, 2006).  The practice and research are interconnected, combining 

theory and practice through changes initiated through reflection (Avison et al, 1999).  There is a 

focus on collaboration and reflection to improve actionable insights (Avison et al, 1999).  This is 

a method frequently found in music education and is used by teachers to improve their own 

practice (Whitehead, 1989).  This method encourages researchers to experiment through 

intervention and to reflect on the impact of the intervention and implication to the situation (Cain, 

2008).  This method is in line with my epistemology as a constructionist, where the practitioner 

constructs their own knowledge throughout the cyclical process of planning, application, 

reflection and continued action based on improvements (Ormell, 2000).  The featured 

collaboration with others along with the researcher results in a co-created solution (Cain, 2008).  

Several music teachers have reported profound impact on learning through action research 

(Legar & Collay, 2002).  Miller (2004) used action research to understand how composition 

projections can be incorporated in elementary lessons.  The ultimate goal is achieving holistic 

integration (Somekh, 2006) through action strategies bringing positive change.  Conway & Borst 

(2001) noted several action research studies are not actually cyclical and some were only 

before and after studies.  Cain’s (2008) review of music education action research 

demonstrated there is not yet a substantial body of research in this method within music 

education.  There are challenges as seen above but can lead to powerful learning for the 

participant and researcher (Cain, 2008).     

Grounded theory is suitable to explore human experience phenomena, starting first with 

data collection and allowing the theory to emerge from the data (Chun, Birks & Francis, 2019).  

This is an inductive approach where conceptual framework is developed from the data; thus the 

theory concluded is closely tied to the experiences of the participants (Mills, Bonner & Francis, 

2006).  Data is constantly compared to previous data to identify patterns and themes.  Coding is 

used to present ideas and to organize information, when no more new patterns are seen, the 

collection of data is complete (Charmaz, 2015).  This design is effective in studying social 

processes and understanding how individuals make sense of their experiences (Malik, 2000).  

This design can be applied in a vocal practitioner setting; however, a larger population 

compared to action research may need to be used to support a generalization of a universal law 

in voice pedagogy (Uri, 2015).  Furthermore, this theory takes a long time and is not suitable for 

projects with limited timeline such as my research (Uri, 2015).     
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Research Methods  

Interviews are used as a method of collecting qualitative data to allow for in-depth 

exploration of participant experiences.  It focuses on a holistic snapshot of the research area, 

providing detailed description of individuals in their natural settings (Alshenqueeti, 2014).  It 

enables interviewees to express their own thoughts and feelings (Lune & Berg, 2017) and to 

attain information that is not observable (Kvale, 1996).  The interactive element of interviews 

can capture a more holistic and in-depth information on the phenomena (Barbour & Schostak, 

2005).  One-on-one interviews are the most common.  In a structured interview where a set of 

predetermined questions that require mostly yes or no responses have little freedom (Lune & 

Berg, 2017).  A second type of interview is the unstructured interview where there are minimal 

predetermined questions and the conversation flows naturally, allowing the researcher to follow 

up on the interviewee’s responses and guide the discussion (Gubrium & Hostein, 2002).  The 

third type is a semi-structured interview where it is the structured interview version but allows in 

depth probing and expanding on the interviewee’s response (Rubin & Rubin, 2011).  Like any 

other research tool, interviews have drawbacks.  The information collected will be shaped by the 

questions that are asked and reveal only what they are prepared to share about their 

perceptions (Hammersley & Gomm, 2008).  Perceptions can be subjective and may change 

over time.  Thus Walford (2007) argues interviews alone is an insufficient form of data.  In 

addition, the information collected from interviews may clash and deceive (Barbour & 

Schostack, 2005), thus careful analysis is required in the interview data.  Analysis can be done 

through coding where meaningful data units are generated and classification of the information 

is done with the units (Brown, 2001); however, this transcription and coding process is time 

consuming (Robson, 2002).  

In questionnaires there is a standardization as all questions are the same for all 

participants (Fink, 2003).  There may be less researcher bias since influence of researcher’s 

bias is minimized during the data collection process (Hox et al, 2002).  Questionnaire based 

method is not suggested if the researcher knows little of the topic area as open-ended questions 

tend to allow more depth in the participant’s response (Rattray & Jones, 2007).  It can be an 

efficient method as it can be distributed online to all participants and is generally cost-effective 

for administration (Rattray & Jones, 2007).  For this reason, the sample size may be larger 

(Rattray & Jones, 2007).  It can also provide both quantitative or qualitative data (Hox et al, 

2002).  The downfalls of this design are the negative impact of non-response or respondents’ 

misinterpretation of question (Hox et al, 2002).  Analysis has shown questions should be short 
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(Fink, 2003), simple questions (Brace, 2004), and thoughtful in the order as the context of the 

previous question often influences the response of the next (Lietz, 2010).   

Diary methods involve participants to record entries in a notebook regarding events that 

have happened, allowing researchers to access the participant’s perspectives on thoughts and 

experience (Wheeler & Reis, 1991).  The information is usually private and time-structured 

(Alaszewksi, 2006).  A major benefit is that the report and experiences are in the participant’s 

natural spontaneous context (Reis, 2013).  Research goals diary methods tend to achieve are 

investigation of the research area as it unfolds over time or detailed examination of specific 

phenomena (Bolger, Davis & Rafaeli, 2003).  There are limitations to this method, it requires 

detailed training sessions to ensure the participants fully understand the execution steps (Reis & 

Gable, 2000).  There needs to be a high level of commitment and dedication of the participant 

(Reis & Gable, 2000).  The repeated process required for participants may be of burden, thus 

researchers tend to design parameters which are short and easy to complete for the participants 

(Reis & Gable, 2000).  In doing so, this limits the diary entry to less complete reporting of the 

phenomenon (Bolger, Davis & Rafaeli, 2003).  Furthermore, personal information or symptoms 

such as alcohol consumption or learning disabilities may result in selective bias in the response 

of the diary entries (Bolger, Davis & Rafaeli, 2003).   

Ethics and Insider Research  

Ethics in research is the action and behavior of the researcher (Mathur & Corley, 2014).  

Furman (2004) defines five frameworks of ethics in education, the ethics of care, justice, 

critique, professional and community.  Ethics of care emphasizes the teacher is not only an 

authority figure but assists in nurturing intellectual, emotional and social development of 

students (Held, 2005). Ethics of justice guides the moral principles and considerations guiding 

fairness, equality and rights (Sullivan, 1986).  Critical reflection is done in identifying 

shortcomings and pursuit of improvements to advance justice.  Ethics of critique focuses on the 

considerations in questioning, reflecting and challenging practices and systems (Giroux, 2003).  

Professional ethics are the principles and standards guiding behavior, actions and decisions 

(Shapiro & Stefkovich, 2016).  Integrity and honesty in the transparency in relationships 

between teacher and student is valued (Mathur & Cortley, 2014).  Ethics of community refers to 

the moral principles of how educational systems or individuals engage in creating sustaining 

inclusive collaborative learning environments (Furman, 2004).  The emphasis is on building a 

sense of belonging and shared responsibility (Mathur & Cortley, 2014).  
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Core ethical principles for researchers with human participants include respect for 

persons, beneficence (do good), non-maleficence (do not harm) and justice (Gostin, 1991). 

Beneficence is the moral obligation to maximize benefits so that the research contributes 

positively to society (Beauchamp, 2008).   Non-maleficence dictates researchers to avoid 

causing harm to participants and reduce changes of risks related to the research (John & Wu, 

2022).  Justice is concerned with participants selected fairly and treated equitably (Gostin, 

1991).  In addition, consent (Gostin, 1991), anonymity (Wiles et al, 2008), confidentiality (Wiles 

et al, 2008), and the right to withdrawal at any time (Dahal, 2024) are ethical safeguarding 

principles.   

An insider is defined as a researcher conducting research in the same setting as the 

participants (Kanuha, 2000) sharing the same experience in work place settings (Asselin, 2003).  

Participants are often more open and trusting with the researcher and allows for more in-depth 

data (Dwyer & Buckle, 2009).  The commonality adds comfort for the participant because there 

is an assumption of understanding (Dweyer & Buckle, 2009). However, the dual role of the 

researcher may result in participants not explaining their individual experience clearly since it is 

assumed the researcher understands them (Dweyer & Buckle, 2009).  The data collected may 

be shaped by the researcher’s experience rather than the participant’s (Dweyer & Buckle, 

2009).  Bias, an inclination towards desirability response, can lead to inaccurate conclusion 

(Randall & Fernandes,1991).  In research, bias is present when there are systematic errors in 

the testing or when one outcome is preferred over the other (Pannucci & Wilkins, 2010).   

Mitigation of bias will allow the data to be applicable to a broad range of perspectives and 

contexts (Smith & Noble, 2014).  Strategies to mitigate bias include being transparent about all 

aspects of the research process (Marcelin et al, 2019).  Furthermore, to prevent confirmation 

bias where the researcher conducts the research with the intention of confirming their 

preexisting belief, a self-assessment of the researcher's own bias allows the researcher to be 

aware of the bias and to approach the study with an open mind (Marcelin et al, 2019).  Peer 

review and replications are ways to mitigate this (Haffar, 2019).  Prior to conducting the 

research, proposals to an ethical review board ensures the researchers follow ethical standards 

and minimize harm to participants (Drolet et al, 2023).  Consent to participants detailing 

purpose, procedure and potential risks with the option to withdraw at any point in time protects 

the participants (Wendler, 2020).  Protecting confidentiality of data and anonymization can 

reduce the risk of harm (Wendler, 2020).   



13 
 

Conclusion  

As informed by the review of literature, ontology and epistemology have profound 

influence on the whole research project, from influencing the paradigm to the methodologies 

chosen leading to the research design and specific methods.  Having evaluated my bounded 

relativism and constructionist view, my pragmatic paradigm likely will lead me to focus on 

qualitative research since I intend to understand the human experience of vocal learners.  The 

chosen method will include interviews for an in-depth understanding of the vocalists’ 

experience.  As an insider researcher, my integral role in the research implies I need to mitigate 

bias through transparency of the process and to conduct a self-assessment of my own bias prior 

to commencing with the research.    
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