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Introduction
In my role as a vocal coach, I often find myself navigating the complex dynamics of work-based settings while conducting research to improve training methods and understand vocal performance. The environment in which I work involves intricate relationships, varying levels of experience, and unique challenges that require a thoughtful and adaptable approach to research. To ensure the credibility and effectiveness of my findings, it's crucial to critically evaluate a range of methodological approaches, research designs, and research methods.
This evaluation becomes even more significant when considering the ethical implications and the role of insider research. As someone deeply embedded in the world of vocal coaching, I must balance my insider perspective with the need for objectivity and ethical rigour. This essay will explore a range of methodological approaches, assess their suitability for complex work-based settings, and discuss the research ethics and insider research issues that arise within these contexts.
The discussion will begin by examining ontological and epistemological positions to establish a philosophical foundation for the methodological choices made during research. It will then move on to a critical evaluation of various research paradigms, providing insights into the practical application of these theories in a vocal coaching environment. By the end, I should have a comprehensive understanding of the diverse strategies and considerations involved in researching complex work-based settings, with a specific focus on the unique challenges faced by a vocal coach.

[bookmark: _Toc168324061]Ontological and Epistemological Positions 

[bookmark: _Toc168324062]Ontology
Ontology is described as the nature of being and reality (Costley, 2010), it embodies the understanding of what is, where reality is viewed as comprising clearly formed entities with identifiable properties (Gray, 2014). Epistemology is known as the study of knowledge and how it is acquired (Costley, 2010), it provides the philosophical background for what kinds of knowledge are adequate and legitimate. When considering research in complex work-based settings, it is best to acknowledge what is factual and important but further understand what needs to be known and how to gather this information. Therefore, as Easterby-Smith et al (2002) rightly shows, it is more beneficial to have an epistemological viewpoint so as to consider and iron out the issues in the design of the research being carried out.

[bookmark: _Toc168324063]Objectivism and Subjectivism
Objectivism and subjectivism are two important ontological positions that we will consider in this study. Objectivism is the viewpoint that everything in reality exists outside of man’s consciousness i.e. man’s ability to perceive said reality (Locke and Becker, 1998). It is the belief that external factors do not necessarily affect what is real and factual. Objectivism overlooks human agency and so, this viewpoint can sometimes be regarded as seriously lacking in raising awareness of substantial external problems which could seriously affect successful development in an individual (Green, 2012).
In a work-based setting, this position leads to a more structured approach. For example, as a vocal coach with an objective ontological perspective, I would consider vocal techniques, pitch, tone, and other elements of singing and vocal performance to have objective qualities that exist independently of an individual’s interpretation or perception. This perspective implies that there are correct and incorrect ways to sing, regardless of personal opinions or cultural differences. This would lead me to approach coaching with a focus on teaching established techniques and principles, with a foundation of evidence-based practices, drawing from scientific research on vocal anatomy and physiology. I would only aim to coach singers to achieve a technically sound performance, using standardised methods to evaluate their progress. 
On the other hand, subjectivism is the viewpoint that reality coincides with social factors and specifically focuses on the features of “lived” experience in the social environment (Hamati-Ataya, 2014). It argues that our foundation of factual knowledge is derived from the entire human experience, not denying objective facts but processing these facts through the human mind and individual interpretation  (Tony Yu, 2020). 
As a vocal coach, taking on a subjectivist viewpoint would infer that the understanding of vocal performance and technique is inherently personal and varies from singer to singer based on their unique experiences, emotions, and interpretations. In a work-based setting, this perspective implies that each singer’s journey and vocal development are deeply personal and subjective. My coaching approach would focus on understanding and integrating these personal experiences into my teaching methodology e.g. personalising vocal coaching sessions, emphasising the emotional and expressive aspects of singing, engaging in reflective practices with students on their performance etc. It would allow the appreciation and leveraging of the unique qualities each singer brings to their vocal practice. 

[bookmark: _Toc168324064]Epistemology
Epistemology gives us the understanding of what it means to know, providing a philosophical background to determine what type of knowledge is both acceptable and sufficient (Gray, 2014). The two most important epistemological positions are positivism and interpretivism (Davies, no date). 

[bookmark: _Toc168324065]Positivism and Interpretivism 
Positivism is the belief that the observation of the world through the engagement of our senses is the sole foundation for knowledge (Johnson and Duberley, 2000). It stands on the fact that there is a neutral point at which the world can be observed objectively and ideas are put to the test of empirical experience (Gray, 2014). Relating this to my practice, as a vocal coach with a positivist epistemological perspective, my beliefs would be that knowledge about vocal techniques, performance, and vocal development can be obtained through objective, empirical observation and measurement. This perspective emphasises the importance of scientific methods and quantifiable data in understanding and improving vocal performance.
A positivist epistemological position as a vocal coach focuses on the objective aspects of vocal training, leveraging scientific methods and quantifiable data to enhance vocal performance. This approach provides clear, measurable goals and outcomes, helping students see concrete evidence of their progress. It emphasises replicability and reliability in training methods, ensuring that the techniques used are supported by empirical research and can be objectively assessed.
Interpretivism is a belief that there is a difference between natural reality (including the laws of science) and social reality, therefore necessitating different kinds of methods. It asserts that knowledge and truth are subjective, dependent on an individual’s experience and furthermore, that you cannot separate a researcher from their values and beliefs so it will unavoidably inform the collection, interpretation and analysis of data (Ryan, 2018). 
An example of this in practice would be the belief that knowledge and understanding of vocal techniques and performance are constructed through individual experiences, interpretations, and social interactions. This perspective highlights the subjective nature of reality and the importance of understanding the meanings that singers attach to their experiences and vocal expressions. It fosters a deep, personalised connection between the coach and the student and by valuing personal narratives and emotions, I would help students develop a more authentic and expressive vocal performance, rooted in their unique experiences and interpretations. This could be done through personalised learning plans, incorporating review of lyrics and emotional context behind songs and a holistic approach considering the student's overall well-being, including emotional, psychological, and social factors, as integral to their vocal development.

[bookmark: _Toc168324066]Research Methodology
The research methodology used in any research undertaken is always dependent on the nature of the research study and the research paradigm the researcher subscribes to (Madondo, 2021). Ontology gives rise to epistemology which infers the methodological approaches that affects the research methods chosen (Cohen et al, 2007). There are two main research methodologies, qualitative and quantitative (Davies, no date)

[bookmark: _Toc168324067]Qualitative methodology
Broadly speaking, qualitative research is a methodology that enables you to investigate people's experiences in depth through the use of a particular collection of research techniques, including life histories or biographies, in-depth interviews, focus groups, observation, content analysis, and visual tools (Hennink et al, 2020). The starting point for qualitative research is to answer general research questions and whilst conducting your study, to refine these questions to precisely define the research aim and purpose (Denny and Weckesser, 2022). Primarily, qualitative methodology aims to comprehend the intricate and elusive from a systemic viewpoint, rather than determining clear-cut cause and effect connections between individual variables (Gummesson, 2005). The ability to see problems from the viewpoint of your study participants and comprehend the meanings and interpretations they assign to actions, occurrences, or objects is one of the most unique and advantageous aspects of qualitative research (Hennink et al, 2020). 
Qualitative research helps to understand contextual depth, this type of data is usually collected in authentic and realistic settings over an extended amount of time thereby allowing the researcher to answer questions like why and how things occur (Gray, 2018). A qualitative approach is warranted when a concept or phenomenon needs to be comprehended because there hasn't been much research done on it. When a researcher is unsure of the key variables to look at, they might utilise exploratory qualitative research to their advantage (Creswell and Creswell, 2023).  Qualitative research methodology can profoundly impact my vocal coaching practice by providing a richer and more detailed understanding of my student’s experiences, motivations and challenges. It could provide more insight into understanding psychological and behavioural aspects of singing such as music performance anxiety (which is of great interest to me as a research topic) and help me find key ways of helping my students overcome this. Incorporating qualitative methodology in my research could lead to more empathetic and responsive coaching, gaining a deeper understanding of each student’s unique singing journey and foster a more engaging learning environment, resulting in a more fulfilling experience for my students and enhancing their commitment to their vocal training. 
However, qualitative research has proven to not be straightforward (Tenny et al.,2017) and brings about some criticism and challenges to carry out such as, avoiding the gathering of irrelevant data, complications in choosing the right topic and identifying relevant research participants (Telaky and Mwanyoka, 2024). Furthermore, qualitative research, which is heavily interpretivist, diminishes social reality to a subjective agential activity and ignores other additional forces and elements that might affect the interpretations and analysis of qualitative data. (Zapata-Barrero, 2018).  
Within my practice, qualitative research also has its limitations. As mentioned, this research relies heavily on subjective interpretations, both from the researcher and the participants. This could mean my personal biases and perspectives might influence how I interpret students’ feedback and narratives. Similarly, students’ responses can be shaped by their perceptions and emotions, which may not always present an objective view of their abilities or progress. It may also prove difficult to generalise the findings from my research as insights are usually specific to the individual, limiting a broader applicability. Qualitative research often delves into personal and emotional aspects of students’ experiences, which can be sensitive and require careful handling. As a vocal coach, discussing emotional and psychological issues with students necessitates a high degree of empathy and professional boundaries. Missteps in these conversations can impact the trust and rapport between myself and my students.

[bookmark: _Toc168324068]Quantitative methodology
Quantitative methodology is the application of particular statistical techniques to the use and analysis of numerical data in order to provide answers to queries pertaining to who, what, where, when, how many, and how (Apuke, 2017). When attempting to determine causality, usually between two or more variables where the independent and dependent variables are known, quantitative techniques are typically employed (Gummesson, 2005). For quantitative research, problems are best solved by identifying the various elements   and variables that could affect the outcome (Creswell and Creswell, 2023). 
A quantitative methodology can significantly enhance my vocal coaching practice by providing objective, measurable data to assess student progress, evaluate coaching techniques, and make data-driven decisions. I could track the progress of students using vocal analysis software that allows me to objectively monitor each student’s improvement over time, helping me adjust my teaching methods and curriculum to address specific areas that need attention and adopt practices that yield the best results. It can also provide data that reveals patterns and correlations to enhance the overall effectiveness of my coaching such as in analysing the relationship between practice frequency and performance improvement. 
However, quantitative research does have significant limitations. One issue with a typical quantitative research design is "a priori researchers’ presumption” that the questions are relevant, intelligible, and capable of being answered, as well as that respondents are driven and capable of coming up with responses (Macur, 2013). It can be difficult to control factors in quantitative research designs for example, the inability to properly manage the assignment of participants to experiment or control groups, insufficient sample sizes etc (Gray, 2018).
In my practice, quantitative research could provide valuable, objective data but also lacks the contextual understanding needed for the student’s experience. Focusing too heavily on quantitative metrics can lead to an overemphasis on measurable aspects of performance at the expense of creativity and emotional expression. It also limits the insight into the individual students' personal experiences, motivations, and challenges, not adapting well to the dynamic and subjective nature of vocal coaching.
To mitigate these limitations, it is beneficial to balance qualitative methods with quantitative approaches. Combining both can provide a more holistic understanding of a students' progress and experiences and can ensure a comprehensive and nuanced approach to vocal coaching that addresses both measurable outcomes and the rich, subjective experiences of students.
Further along this essay, I will explore the research methods associated with qualitative and quantitative research and examples of the use of these methods and methodologies in my practice to critically evaluate and determine which would be most suitable. 

[bookmark: _Toc168324069]Research Designs
The design of the study is one of the most crucial phases in the research process. A research design is a road map that outlines the steps a study will take to get from its goals and questions to its conclusions. It is a thorough planning procedure that gathers and examines facts to deepen our understanding of a certain subject (Abutabenjeh and Jaradat, 2018).

[bookmark: _Toc168324070]Case studies
Case studies are useful for small-scale research projects. The use of case studies as a method for social research differs from their use in courses in that the former explicitly acknowledges an underlying methodological philosophy about how we know the social world and links it to a corpus of theory and practice in the literature (Blaxter, 2010). Its goal is to examine and convey an example in a way that is more valuable than it initially appears, such as by highlighting ideas that may be used more broadly or by illuminating issues with practice or policy (Costley et al, 2010). In most cases, case studies (either applied as a qualitative or quantitative approach) integrate data gathering techniques from several sources, such as participant observation, surveys, interviews, and archives (Dooley, 2002).
[bookmark: _Toc168324071]Experiment
For the standard scientific experiment, participants are chosen at random and assigned to either a control group or an experimental group. The experimental group is given some sort of treatment that is not administered to the control group and the outcomes of both groups are compared. The researcher controls the independent variable and observes its impact on the dependent variable. (Gray, 2018). It usually provides a more quantitative measurement of results and therefore falls under a quantitative approach.
In the actual world, however, it is frequently not possible to carry out fully experimental research due to the challenge of locating experimental and control groups that are closely matched with respect to important variables (Gray, 2018).
[bookmark: _Toc168324072]Action research
Action research is research that affects and concentrates on practice (Cohen et al, 2007). 
In participatory action research, the community that is the focus of the research problem owns and controls the research inquiry, process, and practice; the researcher is viewed as the facilitator (Walter, 2016). It intends to investigate, act, and reflect in a cycle or series of cycles to bring about changes or improvements in a situation while simultaneously reporting the results in a way that is helpful to the current project as well as possibly to outsiders (Costley et al, 2010). It is ideal for those who want to improve both their own and their colleagues' practices and who are undertaking research in their places of employment (Blaxter, 2010). 
[bookmark: _Toc168324073]Mixed Methods
When two types of methods are used in a mixed method design, at least one of them is quantitative and the other is qualitative, and neither is inevitably connected to any one paradigm of inquiry (Greene et al., 1989). Work-based researchers frequently draw from both positivist and interpretivist research traditions, despite the fact that they are frequently presented as rival and separate research traditions (Costley et al, 2010). The quantitative and qualitative approaches typically embrace incompatible assumptions about the nature of the world (Gray, 2018) but being able to combine the two helps to promote the quality of what I can know and understand within my practice. 
Triangulation is the process of trying to confirm the accuracy of the data being gathered by using two or more procedures in this manner (Blaxter, 2010). Implementing triangulation with mixed methods in my vocal coaching practice ensures a comprehensive and nuanced understanding. By combining quantitative measures with qualitative insights, I can validate findings, reduce biases, and develop tailored interventions that address both the technical and emotional aspects of vocal coaching and student performance. Triangulation also allows for cross-verification of data. For example, if a student reports feeling anxious during performances (qualitative data) and this is corroborated by elevated heart rate measurements during those performances (quantitative data), the findings are validated through multiple sources. This cross-verification enhances the credibility of the research and ensures a more robust analysis. This holistic approach not only enhances the reliability of my research but also improves the effectiveness of my coaching, ultimately supporting my students in achieving their full potential as performers.

[bookmark: _Toc168324074]Research Methods
In this part of my essay, I highlight a small mix of quantitative and qualitative methods that could be used within my work-based research project but it must be mentioned that this is not limited to the below and more methods can be employed. 
[bookmark: _Toc168324075]Structured Observation
A structured observation is highly methodical and allows the investigator to extract numerical information from the observations. In turn, numerical data makes it easier to compare different contexts and circumstances as well as to identify and compute frequencies, patterns, and trends. The observer takes on a passive, unobtrusive role, only recording the frequency of the variables under study (Cohen et al, 2007).
[bookmark: _Toc168324076]Surveys 
Analytical surveys are extremely regimented and prioritise the meticulous random selection of samples in order to enable the generalisation of findings to different contexts or circumstances (Gray, 2018). However, the extremely rigid survey style can make it more difficult for respondents to offer insightful data the manner they would like (Gray, 2018).
[bookmark: _Toc168324077]Interviews and Focus Groups
Focus groups are a type of qualitative research approach where attitudes, opinions, or perceptions regarding a problem, service, programme, or product are investigated through a free-flowing conversation between group members and the researcher (Kumar, 2019). Focus groups and group interviews are two types of assisted group conversations where a researcher poses questions or brings up topics to get the group talking. It is a widely used approach for information retrieval in practically all academic and professional domains due to its low cost (Kumar, 2019).
Some criticism on this method is the fact that interviews do take longer and call for the researcher to be more perceptive and inquisitive in order to get enough pertinent information from the participants to create a reality or real-world issue (Nic Giolla Easpaig et al., 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc168324078]Diaries, reflective journals and logs
This method can produce an authentic narrative by tracking ongoing developments in research, through structured or unstructured note-keeping such as via an observation checklist to personal reflections from the researcher or research participants (Costley et al, 2010). With participants, it is important to make sure the instructions are clear as to what needs to be noted down or reflected on in order to gain useful and sufficient quality information (Costley et al, 2010).
[bookmark: _Toc168324079]My criticisms of quantitative research methods 
While quantitative research methods provide valuable, objective data that can help track progress and evaluate the effectiveness of vocal coaching techniques, they also come with significant limitations. These methods can overlook individual experiences, reduce complex phenomena to simple metrics, neglect contextual factors, and lack flexibility. Additionally, the potential for misinterpretation and the pressure to perform can negatively impact students. Therefore, it is essential to balance quantitative approaches with qualitative insights to create a more comprehensive and effective vocal coaching practice.
[bookmark: _Toc168324080]My criticisms of qualitative research methods 
Qualitative research methods, such as in-depth interviews, reflective journals, and narrative analysis, require significant time and effort to conduct and analyse. As a vocal coach, balancing the time spent on qualitative research with actual coaching sessions can be demanding. This intensive process might also lead to delays in implementing findings and adjustments in your teaching methods.
Analysing qualitative data involves identifying themes, patterns, and meanings, which can be complex and interpretative. Unlike quantitative data, which provides clear metrics and statistics, qualitative data is more ambiguous and open to multiple interpretations. This complexity can make it difficult to draw definitive conclusions and requires a high level of skill and experience in qualitative analysis.

[bookmark: _Toc168324081]Research Ethics
Research ethics is a topic that quantitative researchers frequently address as though particular ethical issues can be boiled down to impersonal normative logics (Zyphur and Pierides, 2020). “Ethical mindfulness", a phrase used to describe a collection of skills that help researchers identify and deal with "ethically important moments" in their work. (Sperling, 2022), is upheld when ethical considerations are given considerable weight in research.
(Guillemin & Gillam, 2015). There are many ethical considerations when carrying out research and using certain research methods as research subjects and researchers may be put in danger when research is conducted without following ethical guidelines (Madondo, 2021). For some methods, there is the fine line between the invasion and protection of individual privacy but also the very legitimate right for the public to know certain information, also between an informed consent for research and the violation of this consent for the wider public interest (Cohen et al, 2007). 

[bookmark: _Toc168324082]Insider Research
The contextual and located nature of the researcher is a crucial component of work-based research and in this context, the researcher's distinct viewpoint invariably influences the investigation (Costley et al, 2010).
As a vocal coach conducting insider research, I can leverage my unique position within the practice to gain deep, authentic insights into the learning experiences and challenges of my students. Not only can I draw from my own experiences and understanding of the vocal coaching process, I can relate more closely to my students’ journeys. Implementation of findings from my research can also be immediate, allowing for quick adjustments to my teaching methods and strategies, offering a more dynamic approach to vocal coaching. 
However, I must learn to balance objectivity with subjectivity, qualitative approaches with quantitative approaches to ensure I am aware of my own biases and employ the necessary strategies to mitigate them within my research. This will ensure that my findings remain credible and beneficial to my practice. 
[bookmark: _Toc168324083]Conclusion
In conclusion, the integration of both qualitative and quantitative research methodologies within my work-based project and research as a vocal coach offers a comprehensive approach to understanding and addressing music performance anxiety. This mixed-methods approach capitalizes on the strengths of both paradigms, providing a well-rounded perspective that is essential for tackling complex, multifaceted issues in vocal coaching.
Quantitative methods, such as the use of vocal analysis software and measurable performance metrics, will enable me to objectively track and assess the progress of students. These methods provide clear, empirical data on aspects like pitch accuracy, vocal range, and volume, offering valuable insights into the technical proficiency and improvement of students over time. This data-driven approach ensures that I can make informed decisions and tailor my teaching techniques to enhance specific areas of student performance.
However, recognizing the limitations of quantitative methods—such as their inability to capture the depth of personal experiences and emotional nuances—I will also employ qualitative approaches. Through in-depth interviews, reflective journals, and observational studies, I will gather rich, contextual data that delves into the emotional and psychological aspects of music performance anxiety. These qualitative insights are crucial for understanding the individual experiences, feelings, and motivations of my students, which are often overlooked by purely quantitative measures.
Adopting an interpretivist epistemological perspective, I will focus on understanding the subjective experiences and meanings that students attach to their performances and anxieties. This view acknowledges that reality is constructed through social interactions and personal perceptions, allowing me to appreciate the unique and varied experiences of each student. By combining qualitative insights with quantitative data, I will be able to provide a more nuanced and empathetic approach to addressing music performance anxiety.
The mixed-methods approach not only enriches the depth of my research but also enhances the effectiveness of my practice. It allows me to balance the need for measurable outcomes with an appreciation for the emotional and psychological dimensions of singing. By leveraging both methodologies, I can develop a more holistic and responsive coaching strategy that addresses the technical, emotional, and psychological needs of my students.
Ultimately, this comprehensive approach will enable me to create a supportive and effective learning environment where students can overcome performance anxiety and achieve their full potential as vocal performers. By integrating the strengths of qualitative and quantitative research within an interpretivist framework, I am committed to fostering both the artistic and personal growth of my students, ensuring their success and well-being in the demanding world of vocal performance.
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