2


Wales Academy for Professional Practice and Applied Research

Module no.: BMPF7003
Module title: Application of Learning in the workplace

A critical evaluation of the concepts and theories expected of singing teacher. 
Joseph Kelly 2228608		






















Table of Contents

Critial Evaluation – page 3 

Critial Reflection - 9

Personal Development Plan - 12

References - 13



















[bookmark: _Hlk187247266][bookmark: _Hlk187841923]A critical evaluation of the concepts and theories expected of singing teacher

To explore this subject, I will evaluate what skills and knowledge are expected of a singing teacher and what is required to support successful practice, maximising the benefits for pupils and providing a rewarding experience for the practitioner by identifying a strategy for best practice. 
From my experience, experienced musicians and performers can offer helpful criticism and advice when in the role of tutors and the more qualified, experienced and specialised the tutor is, it stands to reason, the more specific the feedback can be. However, to begin to actually teach full time, it seems there should be a level of experience, an expertise in teaching as opposed to simply being a good singer, performer or musician and some level of qualification as evidence of the quality of practice (Doscher, 2021). Both a basic degree in music and several years as a successful performer have both been used as such evidence (Harrison, 2014). However, there is a danger that, without some experience in vocal pedagogy, a teacher will resort to simply reiterating what their teachers told them with the consequent risk of losing information or misunderstanding especially as there is no protected terms even though singing teachers can be accredited to an organisation (Doscher, 2021).
In practical terms, opening a singing studio or even just beginning to offer lessons is arguably a very different prospect in 2024 than it might have been in the past. Cultural and technological changes, changes in funding patterns, the lack of employment opportunities in the arts (Lee et al, 2018) generally caused by the cuts in such funding and the financial restrictions resulting from the cost of living crisis all impact on a pupil’s ability and willingness to pay for lessons, especially over the period of time necessary to achieve significant improvement. In an appearance on The Naked Vocalist podcast, Jeanie Lovetri suggests a minimum of two years of regular lessons to develop good technique or see significant improvements, and that students often get worse before they get better, as they explore different ways of using the voice and different methods to achieve desired outcomes (Lovetri, 2017).  The cultural landscape of musical tuition has altered and even the practicalities of teaching are different now than in the past.  20 years ago teachers and coaches would be required to play piano and accompany students while listening out for things to alter and improve. Now many who are entirely capable of accompanying opt for backing tracks or even prerecording accompaniments themselves in order to focus more on their students singing without having to try and sight read and page turn. 
My motivation for this paper is to explore a viable framework for my own practice. I write as an experienced singer. I have been singing for over 30 years. I have worked with more than 10 different teachers, choir masters and directors who all have a different approach and different qualifications and levels of experience  I have tutored, given some individual lessons and taken a few rehearsals but I have never called myself a singing teacher nor tried to promote myself as one. In part, this is because I have spent my life as a vagabond, frequently moving around the country and never staying in one place long enough to connect effectively with a sufficient number of pupils to make it cost effective as a business enterprise. A ‘sufficient’ number would be depend on where I’m living, if I have to hire premises and what I’m charging.  However, the main source of my reticence is ultimately that I lack confidence in my own abilities as a teacher. I am very aware of the long-term damage that can be done by a bad teacher, and I have no wish to inflict that damage on other aspiring singers, such as lesions or nodules as a result of poor vocal habits (Bennett, 2017). 
This is an immensely wide-ranging subject. I have, therefore, for the purposes of this essay, chosen to focus on areas where I felt my knowledge is lacking and what stood out to me in my research. These areas/themes include: Knowledge of genre, Bodily awareness, Breath control, Placement and Legato line among others. I will also examine the practical requirements of establishing a studio.
Dana (2023) discusses the lack of protected terms when considering the lack of technical difference between the terms singing teacher, voice teacher and vocal coach. None are protected terms, and none have strict definitions that exclude the others.do they say this is problematic  Various blogs and articles suggest that a voice teacher would teach technique and a vocal coach would try to enhance performance, putting those techniques in context (Dana, 2023), but without strict definitions, the terms are essentially interchangeable. Certification in singing teaching is also unregulated. Thousands of courses are available online and in person, many promising staggering results in a matter of weeks often at eye watering costs. 
Some highly accredited such as the BAST courses and Trinity exams and some that are just individuals that offer courses they wrote, but costs can run into the thousands.  
It stands to reason that experienced vocalists and performers can offer coaching and produce great results. It also stands to reason that highly qualified teachers can offer suggestions that are not right for the student they are teaching with potentially detrimental results (such as a knock to confidence, that may not seem that consequential to some, but can dissuade pupils from further engagement)  . There is a huge range of backgrounds that singing teachers can come from. Singing teachers could be former vocal students, perhaps even trained to degree level, they could be accompanists or repetiteurs, choir leaders or dedicated in school music teachers. Students could be any age or level of competency. Students could be seeking to train for singing or school exams, desire to prepare for auditions or competitions, work on their own original music or explore a different style, or desire help with learning their lines for a choir they are in. 
Much of the literature I have read (Ragan, 2016) puts an emphasis on humility and lifelong learning when referring to best practice for singing teachers. This includes things like knowing your limits and being honest about what you have experience of working with (Ragan, 2016). Teaching Wagner is very different to teaching contemporary commercial music, and both would sound odd sung in the style of the other (though likely interesting), so knowing what is appropriate for what style should be something someone in a teaching role should know or research. Knowledge of the repertoire and what is appropriate for the age and level of your student and the ability to assess your student’s range, comfortable tessitura, fach or vocal categorisations are also required, so as not to cause injury (Ragan, 2016). Tessitura is an Italian term meaning weaving or texture and refers to the range of a piece of vocal music in relation to the vocal categorisation, for example, how high a piece generally sits. A vocal line could have a relatively small range from its highest to lowest note, but could generally sit in the upper echelons of that range for most of the song, and would therefore have a “high tessitura” (Rosenthal, 1975, pg. 400). Fach is a German term originated by German musicologist and conductor Rudolf Kloiber meaning compartment or pocket and refers to a type of categorisation of voices in Western Classical repertoire that encompasses range, vocal weight, colour and timbre. Some examples include lyric mezzo and dramatic soprano (McGinnis, 2010).
Singing beyond the limits of one’s range, singing a piece where you can reach all the notes but the tessitura is too high, or singing of ones fach (for example, trying to force more volume or artificially darkening one’s tone through pushing the voice in an attempt to sing more hefty, dramatic repertoire) can cause vocal strain, lesions and nodules (Bennett, 2017).
singinglessons.co lists a plethora of foundational skills of good singing, such as:
Accuracy of pitch – hitting the correct notes in the centre without letting it go sharp (slightly higher) or flat (slightly lower)
Control of breath – taking in enough air within the lungs and the ability to release it in a controlled way to sustain a controlled sound and get to the end of the phrase
Quality of tone – fostering a pleasant sound  
Articulation and Diction – in order for the lyrics to be understood by the listeners
Resonance, projection, phrasing, dynamics, rhythm, stage presence and more (Taylor, 2023). 
Throughout my research, I consistently came across mentions of vocal anatomy, formants and Alexander Technique. Obviously, many other things were also mentioned, but I highlight these as I had little to no knowledge or understanding of them. I know some very basic vocal anatomy, but I had never heard of either formants or Alexander Technique.
 The larynx or voice box is a tube like, hollow muscular organ located in the throat above the oesophagus and trachea (also knowns as a windpipe) and is responsible for the production of sound, the passage of air when breathing and protects the airway when you swallow (Voice Foundation, 2015). Vocal cords or vocal folds are two bands of soft tissue located in the throat that vibrate to produce sound (Voice Foundation, 2015). Voiced sounds are produced by the interaction between the vibration of the vocal folds and air flowing through the larynx (Wolfe et al., 2020). An understanding of anatomy is pivotal as a teacher. This is endorsed by the fact that all students learn in different ways and if you’re being paid for your tuition you should be able to explain at least the basics to your students to aid their understanding.  
The vocal tract is a cavity or tube which is open at one end and extends from the lungs to the mouth (Bozeman, 2022). Due to our ability to manipulate the shape of the vocal tract, we can alter the sound that is produced when air passes through. The natural resonances produced by the vocal tract is known as ‘formants’. Formants are the pitches or frequencies produced by the vibration of air within a resonator, such as that of the vocal tract or a bottle if you blow across the top (Bradford, 2018). This is useful for singers and teachers to know so they have an awareness of the process involved in attempting to create and sustain certain sounds. The importance of anatomical knowledge is further identified by the use of the Alexander Technique. 
‘Alexander Technique’ was developed by Australian actor Frederick Matthias Alexander after doctors were unable to help him with. The technique is a somatic approach to bodily awareness, posture, cultivating of awareness of tension and strain and attempts to relax  that can help to address a variety of health conditions and when employed by singers and musicians can yield positive results in musical performance by improving flexibility, freedom of movement and coordination (Wong et al, 2023) and can also help decrease performance anxiety (Kelin et al, 2014). Knowledge of this is not de rigueur as the courses can be long and expensive to become certified, but can be a useful tool in the singing teachers arsenal. 
Having given myself at least a rudimentary understanding of vocal techniques and what is expected or required of someone teaching singing and familiarised myself with teams I came across, but not understood. I then moved to the business side of teaching singing and realised I knew even less about the logistics of setting up and running a singing studio than I did vocal technique. I have known people for whom this is their primary or sole income, and those that use it as a supplement to a different income stream. Some have students come to their home, some go to the students, some rent space, some teach entirely on-line. I first looked at the idea of creating a business plan for teaching singing, where would I conduct my lessons? How many hours a week do I wish to dedicate to teaching? Starting budgets, insurance, protecting vulnerable groups (PVG) checks (Vass, 2007).  Basic, fundamental questions that until researching this, I had not considered. I also saw many articles mentioning a Studio policy and their upmost importance.
Discussing the idea of a studio policy with some of the teachers I knew, I discovered that every one of them had a one in place, and many mentioned that without it, you would likely learn the hard way why it was so necessary. The establishing of a clear policy to do with payment, sickness, absence, cancellation expectations and conduct is the only way to protect yourself, hold yourself accountable and clearly define what you expect of students and what you claim they can expect of you (Schwefel, 2016). Singers are required to be vocalists, performers, actors and sometimes dancers, and singing teachers often have to offer guidance on all these things as well as ‘run a business’. As soprano and vocal coach Heidi Vass states astutely states in her 2007 article for the Journal of Singing:
“We are often required to act as business managers, accountants, marketing experts, web designers, or event planners, while keeping in mind the reason we engage in the noble profession of vocal instruction: a love of the art of teaching, guiding and nurturing students’ passion for singing.”
This research has given me a foundational knowledge what key concepts and theories are required for teaching singing in the modern landscape, as well as aiding me in developing a strategy for moving forward. As a result, I will endeavour to continue to expand my knowledge vocal technique, discuss further with industry professionals how to beginning teaching and eventually begin taking on students. 










Critical reflection

My critical reflection will be framed within Ghaye’s reflective cycle (2010)
I chose this particular model for its strength based approach. I have a tendency to lean towards negativity and this model focuses on what has gone right and adopting a more positive approach, which is more conducive to resilience and continued learning. Ghaye’s model is comprised of four elements:
Appreciate; imagine; design and act (Ghaye, 2010) 
Beginning with appreciation, in researching for this paper, I listened to a lot of podcasts and interviews with singing teachers about starting to teach and spoke to a number of working teachers that I know. I was quite struck by how few mentioned anything to do with music or vocal abilities in the first instance and how almost all brought up the issue of self confidence in students and personability in teachers. 
Singing is one of the most exposing and conspicuous art forms and there is no way to practice what it feels like standing in a room with people watching you sing, other than by simply just doing it. As a singer, people often say to me they would love to sing, but cannot. For years I have always answered with the standard (tired) ‘everyone can sing’ and when probed further, everyone that claimed they are terrible singers had the same story. In their youth, a teacher, friend or family member said they were bad, and they believed them, and usually, they just stopped and never sang again. I do not believe that just anyone can become a great singer, but I do feel that with a skilled and empathetic teacher, everyone has the capacity improve. 
Continuing with the appreciation I find it heartbreaking that so many people shy away from singing (some to the point of never singing publicly, not at concerts or even joining in with ‘happy birthday’). Singing has brought such joy to my life and I find can straddle a sweet spot between meditative and hedonistic, and I hope that when I’m teaching, I’ll help my students to view singing in the same way and experience the same joy it’s brought me. This is an example of the next stage in Ghaye’s cycle, imagine. 

There is no shortage of articles, scholarly and editorial, that extol the benefits of singing for mental health. 
In a 2014 article in Frontiers in Psychology entitled ‘Music and social bonding: “self-other” merging and neurohormonal mechanisms’ the authors state that:
‘It has been suggested that a key function of music during its development and spread amongst human populations was its capacity to create and strengthen social bonds amongst interacting group members’ (Tarr et al., 2014)
Humans are social creatures and singing in groups is something that may even predate language itself. (Marek, 2007). 
To imagine further, I hope that I can help my students find joy in singing, and leverage the mental health benefits to encourage student retention and the recruitment of new pupils. 
All the papers I read and videos I watched about starting a studio claimed that a website and active social media presence is an absolute requirement for creating and expanding your singing studio. I believe this has been a key element in my resistance to beginning teaching. I do not really want to have an online presence, nor use my students in order to drum up more business. These would be examples of ‘design and act’ in Ghaye’s model.  I believe the route of my reticence is the age-old idea of ‘not being good enough’ or ‘who am I to…’. I know so many singing teachers and would put myself below all of them, as a coach and a vocalist. This is not merely negative self-image, it is also educated observation. I have met many vocalist that I believe I have greater skill than, but very few actual teachers. But, I haven’t really done it properly yet, there is nothing to suggest that with additional training and study, I couldn’t one day be as good if not better than every teacher I have met. This reflection is part of the design and act stage, to alleviate my fears, I must plan for success. 
I also know many singing teachers and people that offer lessons, and my current instincts tell me that I’m likely to be able to offer some incite to most students, but I can’t help but feel that I’d always think of sending them to others I know are more qualified or experienced.

 I know several working teachers that have either sought guidance from others when working with a particular voice type or genre and some that would tell their students to contact different teachers, knowing their specialty and experience align more with what they believe the student is looking for. But if teaching singing is your sole income, can you really afford to turn students away?
In the current geopolitical and socioeconomic climate, it is fair to suggest that singing lessons for most would be viewed as a luxury, one that as people feel the pinch of the global cost of living crisis, is easily expendable and likely one of the first things to be dropped
In the age of social media and AI, there is endless content about singing and vocal production. Singers are more likely to be hired if they have a large social media following. Televised singing competitions are now a legitimate path to musical theatre. Many people create content offering hints, tips and tricks for better singing. Gotcha journalism is not restricted to catching out lying politicians, vocal analysis of live performances, people comparing two or more performances and pointing out what’s being done well and poorly. While these can often be legitimate ways to help understand concepts (this singer is straining, here’s the same note sung well supported and with a healthy onset), they can be disingenuous (here is why this is good and this is bad and it is comparing a studio recording with a live performance taken on a phone). 
With the advent of AI created content, it is just a matter of time before content claiming to improve your singing voice is common place. Before long we will likely have entire courses created, marketed and taught by AI. Much like its difficulty with depictions of hands, it is likely the early versions will be laughable, but unlikely to offer entirely incorrect information, how long until it surpasses our collective skill? This question can be posed of any industry.

The American palaeontologist, science historian and evolutionary biologist in the book Panda’s Thumb postulates that many of equal or greater talent to Einstein lived and died in sweatshops and cotton fields. In a similar way, those that could rival Caruso and Callas lived and died without ever hearing either. 
Personal Development Plan
	Action
	Reason
	Timescale

	Complete Kerri Obert vocal pedagogy course on canvas
	This will give me the overview of the subject, fill some gaps in my knowledge and make me feel more confident in the subject
	Aim to complete by March 2025

	Observe lessons by other teachers
	Learn from other practitioners, feel more comfortable in that setting
	Complete by February 2025

	Conduct voice lessons with students 
	Explore how I find the experience, see what I find works and doesn’t
	Begin March 2025

	Engage with literature for each module and make plan at the beginning of each module for best way to complete and get most out of it
	To get the most out of each module and make the experience more enjoyable and less stressful
	Start of each module
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