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Project proposal 
Context and justification 

 More people than ever have the opportunity to sing. For example, in the United States, 

participation in choirs has continually increased over the past decade, with 17% of adults 

reportedly singing in choirs (Chorus America, 2019). Technology enables increasing numbers of 

students to access teachers all over the world (Seavey, 2015; Waldron and Bayley, 2012) and 

social media gives singers accessible opportunities to share their artistry and get feedback 

(McDaniel, 2024). With this increase in accessibility comes an influx of students who may not 

necessarily desire a career in music but who wish to take singing lessons as an enjoyable hobby 

(Bayley and Waldron, 2020; Välisalo, Myllykoski, and Ojala, 2022). Despite this, very little 

research has examined the experience of amateur singers in the private voice studio (Smith, 

Kleinerman, and Cohen, 2022). Studies have examined the impact of singing on people’s 

wellbeing (Clift, et al., 2008), especially in choral settings (Batt-Rawden and Andersen, 2020), as 

well as the motivations for and benefits from engaging in community music (Einarsdottir and 

Gudmundsdottir, 2016; English, et al., 2024), but studies investigating the experiences of adult 

amateur singers taking private singing lessons are lacking. 

 I am a private voice teacher and my students are mainly adult amateur singers across all 

levels. In reading the literature, I have found that most of the information aimed at voice teachers 

is centered around teaching children and/or pre-professional or professional adult singers, and 

rarely considers the specific needs and desires of adult amateur singers. For example, since 

2010, The Journal of Singing (ed. Hoch) has published 40 articles with the keyword “professional,” 

12 articles with the keyword “child,” and only three articles with the keyword “amateur.” Of course, 

voice lessons for all students – no matter their age, level, or motivations – will include emphasis 

on technical skills and musicality, but it is presumable that the goals and expectations of amateur 

singers may differ from those who seek a professional career in singing. This may affect how an 

amateur singer approaches each lesson, as well as their overall experience in the voice studio. 

This proposed research aims to understand how amateur singers view the role of private voice 

lessons in their lives so that voice teachers may better serve the amateur singers in their studios. 

 

Intended impact 

 This research will ask the question, “What role does private voice instruction play in the 

lives of adult amateur singers?” As amateur singers are likely to hold different goals than 

professional singers – namely, that they may not wish to pursue a career in singing and do not 

gain any professional benefit from being able to sing skillfully (Stebbins, 2024) – it is hypothesized 
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that amateur singers will engage with and respond to their private voice lessons differently as 

well. It is possible, too, that the role that singing plays in the amateur singer’s life and their unique 

perspective on voice lessons may require their teacher to hold different expectations of their 

student or use different techniques to keep the singer engaged. This proposed research will 

examine amateur singers’ experiences in the private voice studio, motivations, goals, and 

opinions on private voice instruction, as well as how this may affect their lessons. This will address 

a gap in the current literature, and the findings will be used to discuss considerations for voice 

teachers working with adult amateur singers.  

 

Outlined intention 

 This qualitative research question necessarily takes on a relativist ontological and a 

subjectivist epistemological view (Moon and Blackman, 2014), as each singer creates their own 

relative reality of what singing and vocal instruction mean to them. The research will be structured 

as a focused ethnography (Knoblauch, 2005; Andreassen, Christensen, and Møller, 2020). The 

field of ethnography was developed in order to study culture through observation and immersion 

with people in that culture, resulting in a “truthful account of people’s stories in their own words 

and local context” (Cruz and Higginbottom, 2013, p. 37). Focused ethnographies, specifically, 

allow researchers to examine “specific issues in a single situation among a limited number of 

people within... a defined period of time” (Shannon, Soltani, and Sugrue, 2024, p. 778).  

This project’s methodology will have three main stages. The first stage will be a literature 

review which explores how amateurs, amateur musicians, and adults in music education are 

currently discussed in the literature. This narrative literature review (Winter, 2022), while it will 

center itself on white literature, will also utilize grey literature to paint a more detailed picture 

(Levin, 2014). As this research question addresses a gap in the literature, some context 

surrounding the subject will come from outside traditional scholarship such as journals, which can 

“lag” behind less formalized knowledge (Adams, Smart, and Huff, 2017, p. 433).  

In the second stage (data collection), participants will be recruited via purposive sampling 

from my studio and professional networks (Etikan, Musa, and Alkassim, 2016). After signing 

consent forms, participants will be asked to complete a questionnaire that establishes eligibility 

and collects basic demographic information. Next, they will be asked to video record three of their 

own voice lessons. These will be recorded using whatever methods are most accessible to the 

participant and their teacher, but it is anticipated that online lessons will be recorded using Zoom 

and in-person lessons will be recorded on a phone or laptop. Then, semi-structured interviews 

will be conducted and recorded via Zoom. Finally, in the data synthesis stage, I will code the voice 
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lesson videos and the interviews using inductive coding methods such as descriptive coding and 

pattern coding (Saldaña, 2013). The analyzed data will then be compiled into the final report. 
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Ethics and insider research 

 As a voice teacher, adult amateur singers make up a majority of my students, and so this 

research is deeply intertwined with my day-to-day work. As such, I am an insider researcher 

(Bonner and Tolhurst, 2002), and it is likely that my own students will make up a majority, if not 

all, of my participants. While this has its benefits, as I am able to draw on my own personal 

relationships and knowledge of my students, committing to ethical research practices will also be 

of the utmost importance (Israel and Hay, 2006), as well as establishing ethical boundaries 

(Greene, 2014). Aburn, Gott, and Hoare (2021) identified four challenges for insider researchers 

in conducting interviews with colleagues, which in this case are my voice students: 

1. Power differentials in relationships. 
2. Managing your own emotions as a researcher. 
3. The risk of assumed understanding. 
4. The risk of participants over-disclosing due to the shared experience. (p. 24) 

To mitigate the risk of power differential, I will submit the interview questions for approval before 

conducting the interviews to ensure that the questions aren’t presented in a way so as to lead the 

participants to a desired answer. Additionally, throughout each interview, I will endeavor to listen 

more than talk, which will also moderate the risk of assumed understanding.   

Potential participants could feel that their experience is “not good enough” to partake in 

the research. As such, participants will be informed that their experiences will not be judged to 

any standard, and that all experiences are valuable and important. Participants will also be shown 

transcripts of their interviews and voice lessons, and they will be sent copies of the final report so 

that they are able to see the raw data before it is analyzed. Also, as other voice teachers may be 

recorded in the participants’ voice lessons, they may feel as though their teaching practices will 

be judged. Voice teachers will be informed that their teaching practices will not be analyzed in the 

data analysis stage. All participants and voice teachers will be asked to sign consent forms, and 

they will be informed that they may withdraw their consent at any time. Finally, all data from the 

project will be anonymized and kept on my personal, password-protected computer, which only I 

can access.  

 

Expected learning outcomes 

With this project, I expect to learn to conduct a literature review and a qualitative focused 

ethnographic study. I also anticipate learning to analyze sizeable amounts of data, as well as 

synthesizing data and describing implications for the field and recommendations for further 

research. Finally, I expect to be able to utilize the findings to better serve my students.  
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Project Report 
Chapter 1: Introduction and literature review 

 As music education has become more accessible, more and more people are choosing to 

pursue singing (Waldron and Bayley, 2012; Seavey, 2015). This has led to an increase in adults 

who consider themselves “amateur” singers and may not hold any desire to perform publicly and 

yet put considerable effort into pursuing singing lessons (Bayley and Waldron, 2020; Välisalo, 

Myllykoski, and Ojala, 2022). Despite this, vocal pedagogy literature has often neglected to 

consider amateur singers and adult students in the private studio, focusing instead on children 

and professional singers (Smith, Kleinerman, and Cohen, 2022). This study attempts to fill that 

gap in the literature, examining the experiences of adult amateur singers (AAS) and the role that 

singing lessons play in their lives.  

While of course singing technique is an important aspect of lessons, this study mainly 

concerns itself with the singers instead of the art and science of singing itself. This is not to say 

that music itself is not meaningful, but that it is just part of an amateur singer’s life: 
To say the music was secondary was to acknowledge the limitations of seeing music only 
in its objective form. To see music in an integrated context, however, is to recognize it and 
the larger meanings it has in the lives of the music-makers. (Hibbard, 2017, p. 185) 

For the purposes of this study, an amateur singer is defined as someone who many sing in any 

public or private setting but does not intend to pursue singing in a professional capacity and whose 

main source of income does not come from singing.  

 

Aims and objectives 

• Conduct a literature review that examines how amateurs and adult learners (in music and 

in other subjects) are currently discussed in the literature 

• Explore the experiences of AAS 

• Synthesize data so that voice teachers may better understand their adult amateur 

students’ perspectives and reflexively adjust studio practices 

 

Individual learning outcomes 

• To learn to conduct a literature review and a qualitative focused ethnographic study 

• To learn to analyze significant amounts of data  

• To learn to synthesize data and describe implications for the field and recommendations 

for further research 

• To be able to utilize the findings to better serve my students 
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WHAT IS AN AMATEUR? 

 When conducting research centered on amateur singers, it becomes important to identify 

what an amateur is and what distinguishes them from their professional counterparts. The 

meaning of the word and implications for society have been examined in the literature for many 

years. The word “amateur” comes from French via Latin, meaning “a lover of,” and was first used 

in the late 18th century to describe rich gentleman who took on work to “portray occupation” 

(Hamilton, 2013, p. 179) or whose fortunes and flexible careers gave them “a great deal of spare 

time and surplus energy with which to follow certain interests” (Hudson, 1981, p. 12). Taylor (1995) 

points out that many fields of science – especially archaeology – benefitted from these “gentleman 

amateurs,” including Lord Carnarvon, who “discovered” the tomb of the Pharaoh Tutankhamun 

after his doctor recommended visiting Egypt for his health and he took up amateur “digging,” with 

“the idea of keeping me out of mischief, as well as keeping me employed” (qtd. in Hoving, 1980, 

p. 23). 

 The common understanding of an amateur has now come to be the opposite of a 

professional, for better or for worse. Merrifield (2017) frames amateurism as a good thing, 

characterizing modern professionalism as being too specialized and professionals too hampered 

by day-to-day routine and loyalty to the boss (see also Said, 1993). Ingold (2021) also frames 

amateurism in a positive light, not in contrast to professionalism but as a completely different 

“groove” (p. 164). He writes that – much like ethnography – “participant observation” is the 

hallmark of amateurism, using the example of a shepherd who observes his sheep and becomes 

“the student of his herd” (Ingold, 2021, p. 164). This idea is similar to citizen science, in which 

professional researchers rely on data collected by community members (Lerg, Östling, and Weiß, 

2022; Viola et al., 2022). While professional researchers may be contending with demands on 

their time and resources, citizen scientists are free to focus on small subsets of data (for example, 

a specific species of bird) and provide more accurate data than if the researchers gathered and 

interpreted the data themselves (Viola, et al., 2022). 

 Some authors argue that the professional standardization of a field introduces power 

structures that ostracize those who are unwilling or unable to become professionals, reducing the 

respect and resources given to amateurs (Fox, 2004; Hamilton, 2013; Lerg, Östling, and Weiß, 

2022). With this view, then, modern amateurism becomes “the very act of rebellion against 

normative standards [being] in itself political” (Gilbert at al., 2020, p. 8). This means that while 

amateurs may be viewed as less skilled than their professional counterparts (Gilbert et al., 2020), 

they may also be respected for “[drawing] their creativity and innovation from sources unaffected 

by the marketplace” (Hamilton, 2013, p. 183).  
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What this produces, then, is a cultural view of the amateur as too unskilled to become a 

professional yet determined enough to be respected for the time they devote to their chosen 

activity. Gilbert et al. (2020) uses the word “shoddy” in both a positive and negative sense to 

describe this dichotomy (p. 5). This creative, scrappy side to the amateur takes time to develop, 

time which may not be available to those whose work must be held to a commoditized 

(professional) standard. Merrifield (2017) discusses the value of free time for amateurs: 

The good use of free time is crucial for full human individuality, for any expressive 
amateurism, for self-unfolding, for expanding individual capacities.... It’s a recipe for the 
creation and perpetuation of a better society, with happier people. (pp. 169-170) 

Stebbins (1979, 2024), a sociologist who has written extensively about amateurs and leisure, 

developed the Serious Leisure Perspective. In this theory, which he has refined and written about 

extensively over the years, Stebbins (1979) does not attempt to define what an amateur is, instead 

choosing to observe and describe the amateur in sociological terms. He writes that amateurs’ 

attitudes separate them from their professional counterparts, with the professionals displaying 

greater confidence, perseverance, commitment, and preparedness. In addition, both parties self-

identify as either amateurs or professionals (Stebbins, 1979). Stebbins (2013) creates a 

distinction between amateurs and those who “dabble.” Dabbling, he writes, is: 

a kind of play – disinterested activity engaged in for its own sake, for curiosity, for hedonic 
experience. It is disinterested in the sense that no long-term goal is pursued when 
dabbling; the participant simply wants certain immediate experiences. (p. 147) 

Stebbins (2013) views amateurs as more serious about their activity than dabblers, possessing 

an expectation to improve and engage in the social world of their hobby. 

He also proposes that amateurs are socially positioned near their professional 

counterparts and the professionals’ work must be visible to the amateurs so that the amateurs 

may observe the professionals’ “prowess” in order to become motivated to take their activity 

seriously and not just view it as a hobby (Stebbins, 1979, p. 11). Stebbins (2024) identifies ten 

rewards that the amateur receives from their activity (see Table 1); he writes that “when many 

individuals profit from amateur pursuits...the entire community profits from the resulting personal 

satisfaction” (Stebbins, 1979, p. 268).  
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Table 1: Ten rewards of a serious leisure pursuit 

 
(from Stebbins, 2024, pp. 18-19) 

 
AMATEURS IN MUSIC 
 The literature rarely considers amateurs in music, although it may be enough to begin to 

frame their experience. Stebbins (1979), who himself identifies as an amateur musician, 

categorizes three types of amateur musician: the “pure amateur,” who does not wish to become 

a professional and is content to play music as a hobby; the pre-professional, who wishes to be a 

professional and “is undergoing music education” (Einarsdottir and Gudmundsdottir, 2016, p. 40); 

and the former professional musician who still plays music as a hobby. It is interesting to note that 

in this typology, the pre-professional musician is the only one who is actively taking lessons.  

 However, Vaizman and Harpaz (2023) point out that amateur musicians are more likely to 

engage in informal learning practices, and this is in agreement with other recent literature on the 

subject (Veblen, 2018; Mok, 2020; Ojala, Välisalo, and Myllykoski, 2024). Informal learning is 

experiential, “on-the-job” learning, and when applied to music, may not utilize tools such as written 

music or Western music theory or traditions (Finnegan, 1989, p. 136; see also Veblen, 2018). This 

type of learning often takes place in environments such as the family home and places of worship 
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(Findsen, 2006), where people may be encouraged to sing or play music regardless of training, 

and may be conscious or unconscious (Green, 2002). Formal learning experiences, on the other 

hand, are “carefully designed, scaffolded learning sequences... assessed by specific measures” 

(Bucura, 2020, p. 18). This type of education is most often employed in schools and universities 

and through curricula used by independent teachers (see, for example, The Royal Conservatory 

[2025] and The Associated Board of the Royal Schools of Music [2024]). It is in these formal 

environments that most research on musicians has taken place (Ben-Eliyahu, et al., 2018), thus 

leaving many amateur musicians out of the scope of the literature.  

 Veblen (2018) suggests that adult music learners, who are often amateurs, engage in 

nonformal learning, a practice that blends aspects of both formal and informal learning (see Table 

2). Nonformal learning practices may utilize the “systematic and deliberate” aspects of formal 

education, but occur outside of official educational environments and are therefore “more 

responsive to social action” (Veblen, 2018, p. 245). Ojala, Välisalo, and Myllykoski (2024) describe 

nonformal learning as “easily accessible, participatory, learner-centered, and holistic” (p. 433).  

 

Table 2: Formal, nonformal, and informal learning practices 

 
(from Veblen, 2018, p. 246) 

  



 DenBleyker                                                                                                                                                                                                            15 

Stebbins (2013) considers what may push adults who “dabble” in music to begin to take 

their musical practice more seriously and begin to consider themselves amateurs (p. 147).  

While evolving from dabbler to amateur, the musician experiences certain “constraints and 

facilitators” (Stebbins, 2013, p. 149). Constraints are those things that may prevent a dabbler from 

pursuing their instrument more seriously; facilitators are the things that encourage the dabbler to 

continue to pursue music. These may include the support of family and friends, financial and 

geographic access to lessons, and time to practice. He emphasizes that access to an instrument 

is imperative to dabbling, making singing one of the most accessible ways to dabble – and 

perhaps eventually become an amateur – in music (Stebbins, 2013). 

 Amateurs in music also seem to enjoy playing their instrument more and receive more of 

the well-being benefits than professional musicians do (Juniu, Tedrick, and Boyd, 1996; Grape et 

al., 2003). The greater enjoyment may be due to the amateur possessing greater intrinsic 

motivation to practice and play than the professional, as the professional musicians are “more 

strongly influenced” by financial compensation and amateur musicians are more motivated by 

having a positive experience (Juniu, Tedrick, and Boyd, 1996, p. 54). Likewise, when Grape et al. 

(2003) interviewed amateur and professional musicians about their singing lessons, the amateur 

singers “experienced more well-being and were clearly more enthusiastic... [and] reported 

increased joy after the lesson, which the professionals did not” (p. 73). See Table 3 for direct 

quotes from participants that were used to illustrate this point.  

 

Table 3: Professional vs. amateur singers' view of singing lessons 

 
(from Grape et al., 2003, pp. 71-72) 
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ADULT LEARNERS IN MUSIC EDUCATION 
 Adult music learners are also underrepresented in the literature, although recent studies 

have begun to consider their unique experiences. Most of the literature about AAS discusses their 

participation in choral singing; very little literature examines those who take individual singing 

lessons (Grape et al., 2003; Smith, Kleinerman, and Cohen, 2022). Research indicates that those 

who choose to participate in music education may be influenced by experiences both in early life 

and in adulthood (Bonshor, 2017; Välisalo, Myllykoksi, and Ojala, 2022). Adults with limited 

experience in music may be hesitant to begin taking music lessons, and those who overcome that 

hesitance may have difficulty finding a teacher who wants to take on an adult beginner (Burgos, 

2014). This aversion is seen from the teacher’s perspective in Huhtanen (2008): one teacher in a 

community music school called her students “not good enough” to sing Western classical music 

and spoke of her desire to teach “normal” singing students (p. 58).  

Those that do engage in vocal training (both private and group training) report diverse 

goals and motivations, both musical and non-musical. Musical motivations include improved 

confidence and technique, learning repertoire, and participation in choral or solo singing, while 

non-musical motivations include “[fulfilling] a childhood dream,” and singing for personal 

development and enjoyment (Smith, Kleinerman, and Cohen, 2022, p. 918; see also Love, 2019; 

Välisalo, Myllykoksi, and Ojala, 2022; DenBleyker, 2024). After receiving training, students 

reported learning not only about the artistic and technical aspects of singing, but also “about 

themselves... and others” (Smith, Kleinerman, and Cohen, 2022, p. 920).  

 While some AAS do seek out choral settings, some are inclined to pursue private training 

instead (Smith, Kleinerman, and Cohen, 2022). In this setting, teachers are able to work one-on-

one with students, helping the student “[focus their] attention on the sound of their own voice and 

its connection to the bodily mechanisms that control it” (Smith, Kleinerman, and Cohen, 2022, p. 

913). This may be appealing for students with little to no experience in singing, allowing the 

student to reconceptualize their musical self-concept (Creech, et al., 2013; Wise and Halpern, 

2024) and encouraging them to participate in music in other more public settings, such as joining 

a choir or singing with friends and family (Demorest, Kelley, and Pfordresher, 2017; Smith, 

Kleinerman, and Cohen, 2022). 

While adult music learners may be underrepresented in music education literature, there 

is much more literature concerning general theories of adult learning, especially self-directed and 

self-determined learning. In self-directed learning, or andragogy, “teachers invite learners to take 

responsibility and initiative for their own growth” and the learning experience is “characterized by 

learner autonomy and responsibility” (Bucura, 2020, p. 8). Knowles (1984), a leading author on 
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andragogy, identifies six main characteristics of self-directed learning: autonomy, use of 

knowledge and life experience, goal-orientation, relevancy-orientation, application to real-life 

situations, and collaboration (see also Perera, 2022). As seen here, the learners’ experiences and 

goals are used to frame learning while emphasizing how classroom learning may be used in the 

real world. The teacher is still active in the process, helping the learner “set learning goals, 

pinpoint applicable resources, identify strategies, and evaluate their own efforts,” but reducing 

their influence as the learner becomes increasingly self-directed (Bucura, 2020, p. 8).  

Self-determined learning, or heutagogy, is similar to andragogy in that it takes into 

consideration the learners’ life experience, perspective, and values; however, the teacher is not 

directly involved as an educator but as an equal mentor or collaborator (Bhoryrub et al., 2010; 

Bucura, 2020). Heutagogy is closely aligned with practice-based learning strategies, in which 

learners engage in self-reflection to challenge not only the outcomes of their learning, but their 

beliefs and worldviews (Blaschke, 2012). Intrinsic motivation is also an important factor in 

heutagogy, as learners must set their own goals and enact a plan that helps them reach their goal 

(Bucura, 2020). 

Bucura (2020), one of the only authors to write about heutagogy in music education, 

describes a pathway from pedagogy to andragogy and toward heutagogy. New students with little 

understanding or skill in the subject are presented with pedagogical methods that are indicative 

of formal learning. As they learn, the learner gains the skills to be able to contribute to their 

learning experience and progress to andragogy; the focus is on what to do with the developing 

knowledge. In turn, a heutagogical learner is able not only to apply their skills but to critically 

reflect on how to use those skills to develop new perspectives (Bucura, 2020).  

With this context in mind, adult music students may be anywhere on this pathway. Some 

adults may be receiving pedagogical teaching methods, learning basic technical skills and 

learning rudimentary repertoire. Some may be engaging in andragogical practices, setting their 

own goals and leading their learning experience with a teacher. Some more may be involved in 

heutagogical learning, able to reflect on their experience and use that observation to transform 

themselves and the world around them (Mezirow, 1997; Cranton and Taylor, 2012; Chacko, 2018). 

However, because the literature has mainly focused on formal learning environments or amateur 

singers in group singing environments, the field of vocal pedagogy hitherto has been limited in its 

ability to observe these adult music learners engage in these processes.  
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Chapter 2: Methodology 
 
 This project was devised and designed as an ethnography to support the goal of 

understanding how private voice lessons fit into and influence the lives of AAS. Ethnographic 

studies strive to “learn about people by learning from them” (Roper and Shapira, 2000, p. ix). 

Ethnographic studies generally recruit participants through purposive sampling, in which 

participants are selected for their unique experiences and participation in a culture or activity 

(Higginbottom, Pillay, and Boadu, 2013). After participants are recruited, three types of data 

collection are typically employed: participant observation, interviews, and document evaluation 

(Cruz and Higginbottom, 2013). In participant observation, the researcher observes the participant 

as they engage in their “natural settings” (Cruz and Higginbottom, 2013, p. 37), and interviews 

allow the researcher to clarify observations, direct future observations, and collect data on things 

that have not or cannot be observed, such as past experiences and emotions (Higginbottom, 

Pillay, and Boadu, 2013). Document evaluation allows the researcher to use further written data, 

often not generated by the participant, to understand the broader cultural context in which the 

participant exists (Roper and Shapira, 2000). 

 This study was carried out specifically as a focused ethnography, in which a subset of a 

culture is observed and studied for a particular limited amount of time to answer a specific 

research question (Shannon, Soltani, and Sugrue, 2024). Muecke (1994) identified seven 

characteristics of focused ethnographies when used in nursing research, which can easily be 

applied to other fields as well: 

• Problem-focused and context-specific 
• Focus on a discrete community or organization or social phenomena 
• Conceptual orientation of a single researcher 
• Involvement of a limited number of participants 
• Episodic participation observation 
• Participants usually hold specific knowledge 
• Used in academia as well as for development in healthcare services (qtd. in Cruz and 

Higginbottom, 2013, p. 38) 

While the methods of general ethnographies and focused ethnographies may remain the same, 

it is the specificity of the research question and the focus on a specific, limited number of people 

that make focused ethnographies distinct (Knoblauch, 2005). For required timeframe of this 

project, a longitudinal, large-scale study was not possible and I wanted to highlight the 

experiences of a specific group of singers; therefore, the focused ethnography methodology 

appeared fit. 
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 For this study, participants were recruited via purposive sampling by inviting participation 

from my students and from members of a treble choir that I sing with. Of the 33 invitations, seven 

people replied and were identified as eligible for the study. Eligible participants were over 18 years 

old, took a private voice lesson at least once a month, and identified as an “amateur singer.” The 

study received ethical approval from the University of Wales Trinity Saint David (see Appendix A). 

During data collection, one individual dropped out, leaving the study with six participants, five of 

whom are my own students. Biographical information about each participant may be viewed in 

Table 4; all names are pseudonyms. The participants and their voice teachers signed consent 

forms (see Appendix C for blank consent forms and Appendix D for signed consent forms). The 

participants then video recorded three of their voice lessons, which acted as the participant 

observation data (see Appendix E for transcripts of the lessons). Semi-structured interviews were 

then conducted with each participant (see Appendix F for transcripts of the interviews). No 

documents were evaluated for this focused ethnography, as no relevant documents were 

uncovered.  

 

Table 4: Participant information 

 
 

The data analysis phase took the form of three phases. First, in the descriptive phase, the 

data underwent its first round of coding, using Delve coding software. The first cycle utilized an 

inductive approach and descriptive, subcoding, and in vivo coding methods. Descriptive coding 
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uses a word or phrase to describe what may be happening in a passage, while subcoding allows 

codes to nest within one another, organizing related codes and enhancing the analyzed data 

(Saldaña, 2013). In vivo coding creates codes from the participants’ own quotes, allowing their 

voices to remain at the forefront of the data (Saldaña, 2013). This first phase identified similarities 

and differences in the data, while still preserving its original context (da Silva Barreto, Marcan, 

and Garcia-Vivar, 2017). 

Next, in the contextual analysis phase, a second cycle of coding utilized pattern coding, 

which identified the overarching themes (Saldaña, 2013). This second cycle was both inductive 

and deductive, refining existing codes while also creating new codes. The interview and lesson 

transcripts were analyzed at the same time, allowing themes to appear in both environments and 

enrich the understanding of the participants’ experiences. This also helped to identify when, for 

example, a situation or emotion that the participant discussed in the interview would appear in 

their lesson. Finally, the third phase of the data analysis was the development of the themes and 

“theoretical formulations” reported in the findings and discussion (da Silva Barreto, Marcan, and 

Garcia-Vivar, 2017, p. 636). 

While some ethnographic studies may not use recordings and may instead rely on field 

notes (Higginbottom, Pillay, and Boadu, 2013), this project utilized video recordings. Knoblauch 

(2012) calls video recordings a more “reliable” data set than field notes (p. 73), but more 

practically, it allowed the participants and their teachers to be able to record their regularly 

scheduled lessons rather than requiring special lessons to be conducted for this research. This 

also may have allowed the lessons to be recorded in a more natural state than if they had been 

specially organized. 

 Having personal relationships with all six participants, and being the teacher for five of 

them, provided both benefits and limitations to the research. Focused ethnographic researchers 

may use their pre-existing knowledge of people and situations to help them decide how to 

structure the research in order to efficiently answer their research question (Shannon, Soltani, 

and Sugrue, 2024). During data collection for this project, I used my pre-existing relationships 

with the participants to prompt them to discuss areas they may have forgotten to bring up, such 

as reminding Kris to discuss his podcast during his interview. It is also possible that the 

participants were more comfortable participating in research conducted by someone they knew 

rather than an unknown researcher, perhaps exemplified by some participants’ use of profanity 

both in lessons and in interviews. This language is preserved in the data and report because an 

important goal of ethnography is to observe an environment with as little interference as possible 

(Castañeda, 2006; Diaz, 2024). While still discouraged in some settings, profanity can be used 
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as a tool to express emotion and “convey world views or internal states” (Feldman, et al., 2017, 

p. 816; see also Jay, 2009). Censoring the participants during data collection would change the 

environment, and sanitizing the language during data analysis would misrepresent their 

experiences. 

While recording the lessons with my students, I was acting as both a participant and an 

observer (Higginbottom, Pillay, and Boadu, 2013). In the lesson, I was a participant in the activity, 

but while creating the transcripts and analyzing the data, I became an observer. These roles were 

intertwined with my larger role as an insider researcher, embedded in the environment I was 

researching (Bonner and Tolhurst, 2002). However, the personal relationships and the multi-

layered roles of insider researchers requires significant transparency and reflexivity, especially 

during ethnographic data collection and analysis (Higginbottom, Pillay, and Boadu, 2013). 

While qualitative research will always be influenced by the researcher (Denscombe, 

2003), I attempted to mitigate my own influence in two ways. First, during the lessons recorded 

with my own students, I did not change the content or structure of the lesson at all, although 

occasionally the interviews, the research project would be mentioned. This also occurred in the 

lessons for the participant who is not my student (Sally): in the recordings of her lessons, her 

teacher recommended that I reach out to another voice teacher to solicit more participants and 

made sure I knew about a vocal fold injury that Sally had suffered. Other than these occurrences, 

the lessons were conducted as they usually would have, with no interference or special content.  

Second, while conducting the interviews, my goal was for the participants to talk as much 

as possible, with as few interruptions from me as possible. Since the interviews were conducted 

over Zoom, I held myself accountable by staying on mute unless I had a question or prompt and 

had to make the choice to unmute myself. This was originally serendipitous, as I was attempting 

to preserve the sound quality of the recording during the first interview while there was 

landscaping work being done outside of my apartment, but I quickly realized that keeping myself 

on mute would help to minimize my influence and allow the interviews to be driven by the 

participants. 

 A concern with ethnographic studies, and all qualitative research, is the ability to 

generalize the findings and the subsequent ability to apply them in settings that are not those 

directly studied (Hammersley and Atkinson, 2007). This is especially true in focused 

ethnographies (Shannon, Soltani, and Sugrue, 2024). While this study aims to analyze participant 

data while respecting the context in which it was gathered, broad generalization is not a goal of 

this research. As AAS are underrepresented in the current literature, the goal of this study is 
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relevance instead of transferability. It is hoped, then, that describing and analyzing the 

experiences of these six singers is merely a launching point for further research concerning AAS.  
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Chapter 3: Findings 

  
The stories of the participants followed a common arc: the experiences that led them to 

take singing lessons, the experiences inside the lesson, and their lives outside of singing lessons. 

These larger themes are broken down into smaller subthemes (see Table 5) and discussed in 

detail in this chapter.  

 

Table 5: Themes and subthemes generated by data analysis 

 
 
THE JOURNEY TO SINGING LESSONS 
 For many participants, the journey to singing lessons began before they actually began 

looking for a teacher. Looking back fondly, Sally described singing in the car with her family on 

road trips. Theresa sang with a female barbershop choir and now performs with a ukelele rock 

band. However, some participants’ previous singing experiences were less positive. Laura said 

when she was in her teens, she had a “secret wish” to take singing lessons, but when she told 

her best friend, the friend laughed: “It seemed like for 10 minutes. I’m sure it was like 20 seconds, 

but I thought, ‘Well, okay,’ so I never did it.” Carly also described hearing her mom call herself 
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tone deaf and say that “nobody in our family is musical,” which discouraged Carly from singing or 

playing an instrument.  

 

Starting lessons 

 The catalyst that pushed participants into taking lessons appears to be a matter of timing 

and proximity. Participants describe how being older has changed their perspective: 

I really love acting and I want to act.... I will be 45 this year and these things shouldn’t 
matter in totality, but they do matter in practical senses. (Paige) 

If I started in my teens, I don’t know how long I would have lasted. I would have been so 
self-conscious.... I was also, in my teens, not inclined to listen to authority figures. So even 
though I wanted to please the teacher, I also didn’t.... And I do think when you’re older, 
you realize, well, I could blow this off, but... then I lose. The teacher doesn’t lose. I do. 
(Laura) 

But also, I am middle aged and I do have more of a goal to do more things that are difficult 
for me because I do think it’s worth doing as a human and I do wish I had done it... earlier. 
And I’ve also realized... there are great things about being a middle-aged woman. Like, 
nobody is really paying attention to you, as if they ever really were.... You can kind of do 
whatever the hell you want when you get to be a middle-aged woman. (Carly) 

For these participants, aging has played a role in how they see themselves and how they choose 

to spend their time. Paige is beginning to pursue a career as an actor after studying acting on the 

evenings and weekends while working a day job; for her, singing is a skill that gives her an 

advantage in a field that is especially challenging for middle-aged and older women (Robb, 2019; 

Geena Davis Institute, n.d.). For Laura and Carly, the self-consciousness that they might have felt 

when they were younger seems like less of a barrier. Carly attributes this to the perceived 

invisibility of white middle-aged women in America, a phenomenon described in Bouson (2016), 

while Laura posits that the anti-authoritarian attitude she held in her youth would have hurt her 

learning experience. 

In addition to age, a personal connection to the teacher, either direct or indirect, also 

seems to have acted as a catalyst to begin singing lessons. Most of the participants who are my 

students were connected to me through the theatre company where I am a member. Paige and 

Kris are both members in the theatre company as well, and that led them to reach out to me for 

lessons: 
Being able to have somebody that I have worked with... and a friendly face and... 
[someone who] comes highly recommended from other friends... made it very enticing. 
(Kris) 
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I just feel so much desire to learn from people that I am connected to through theatre. And 
so it was a lovely way in which to... bridge that desire to learn how to sing and be able to 
support a fellow actor who is in my community. (Paige) 

Laura’s daughter is also in the company and Theresa is friends with another member, who she 

asked for a recommendation. Carly is not connected to the theatre company, but she is a family 

friend and began lessons after her husband began lessons with me. Sally is not my student, but 

she met her teacher while taking a group singing class.  

 While this sample size is not large enough to generalize from these findings, it is possible 

that AAS either seek out a teacher they know personally or rely on recommendations because 

they feel more comfortable going to these teachers than one they have no prior connection to. 

Some participants in this study called singing “scary” and described feeling “very vulnerable,” 

“nervous,” and “self-conscious” in the lessons and when practicing. Participants, both in this study 

and in others (Whidden, 2009), describe feeling intimidated by the cultural expectations of what 

a singer is:  
It's extremely vulnerable because there's so many expectations of what a singer is, looks 
like, and [it] has these societal norms.... It's the best of the best.... So that's what singing 
is. And if I had to reach for that, I will never do it. (Paige) 

So many people sing in so many settings. It's such a widespread thing. I just feel there's 
almost this expectation that you're going to be decent at it just naturally because 
everybody sings at something. (Carly) 

Very little literature considers how students find their teachers, with most being books for aspiring 

singers, such as Marquart (2005) and Stohrer (2006). Based on these findings, it seems that 

adults taking private voice lessons seek out a teacher who they perceive as safe, which may 

mean they stay close within their social circle to find a teacher. However, it’s also possible that 

the participants willing to do this study are those with whom I socialize, making this data require 

further exploration through additional research.   

 

Choosing private lessons 

 Participants also discussed why they chose to take private lessons instead of a joining a 

group singing class. They identified wanting personal attention that they felt would be difficult to 

get in a group setting: 
It's a one-on-one relationship that I feel like, as cheesy as it sounds, I'm getting the focus 
that helps me build my instrument as I am.... There is this sense that I'm being seen and 
heard and I'm not having to compete. I'm not having to stand out and not having to do 
anything other than just be me in order to get to where I would like to go with this skill. 
(Paige) 
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I haven't done group lessons or looked into group lessons because I don't know how much 
specific focus I would get in a group lesson. (Kris) 

Before looking for a private teacher, Theresa had tried an asynchronous online singing course 

where the lessons were pre-recorded for a general audience and students would record videos 

that an instructor would evaluate. She felt, however, that she was not getting enough feedback 

with this format and “it wasn’t very fun, really.” Carly also said that she would not take group 

singing lessons because she “would literally melt into the floor and die.” 

 Participants also discussed the importance of having a regularly scheduled lesson to help 

them prioritize singing.  

I've kept taking them primarily because I know that if I don't keep taking lessons, I will not 
keep practicing and improving on my own. I know that about myself.... So a lot of it is just 
to keep me doing it. (Carly) 

Kris, who often works in theatre as a sound designer, composer, and band member, talked about 

how singing lessons help him bridge the gap between shows so his singing “doesn’t... atrophy as 

a muscle.” He compared the peripatetic nature of working in theatre to having a regularly 

scheduled lesson:  

[It’s nice to take] a lesson and [know] that like, okay, well, I don't have to solve everything 
today. I don't have to get to the end goal today because who knows when that next 
opportunity is going to be. 

 

Productivity 

Participants viewed learning to sing as a hobby that feels productive, and having regular 

lessons helps them to feel as though they are making progress: 

In a weird way, it's kind of hard for me to do things that are just for fun, unless it's like a 
scheduled, planned, just-for-fun thing. So that's how I do singing. Because even though it 
is fun, I won't do it so much if I don't schedule it. (Carly) 

I'm not very good at not doing something just to do it.... For whatever reason, my mind 
has been so programed to – it has to have an end goal. (Paige) 

It could be argued that this sentiment is connected to the concept of “hustle culture – the idea that 

every nanosecond of our lives must be commodified and pointed toward profit and self-

improvement” (Martin, 2020, n.p.). While this idea is mainly connected to work culture, it also may 

affect how people choose to spend their free time and how hobbies are viewed. If, as hustle 

culture demands, every moment must be optimized as an opportunity for improvement, and 

perhaps monetization, then hobbies must have a point; hedonism is not an option. This will be 

further considered in the conclusion.  
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Motivations 

The motivations that led the participants to take private singing lessons were diverse. 

Participants wanted to learn a new skill that challenged them, which was demonstrated in lessons 

as participants chose difficult repertoire or challenged themselves to sing along to a karaoke track. 

For some, this was related to their age, saying that they are more willing to do difficult things as 

adults than they were when they were younger. Participants also called singing “inherently fun” 

(Laura) and described having fun in their lessons: 

It's just fun to sing songs and bounce the song ideas back and forth and learn new songs. 
It’s just fun. (Kris) 

I do this for fun... Regardless of whatever we work on, it’s always fun. (Theresa) 

Participants also mentioned wanting to feel more comfortable when singing, both for their 

own sake and for the sake of the people around them. 
I don't want to be that person in the choir that everybody's thinking, “She should just go 
somewhere else because she doesn't understand counting.” We've all had that 
experience, right? (Sally) 

[The primary motivation for me was] the potential for public humiliation and to be able to 
understand what the heck I needed to do. (Theresa) 

I am one of those people who is motivated by other people's experience in life. So I want 
other people to have a good experience while I'm singing. (Carly) 

Despite this, performing for an audience did not seem to be a significant motivator for the 

participants, although most participants do perform in some fashion. Kris said he does not want 

to join a choir, but does enjoy singing in smaller groups. Carly loves organizing sing-a-longs for 

her family and friends, but did not express a desire to perform in a more formal setting. When 

Sally began singing lessons, perhaps because she had experience taking private viola lessons 

and understood how she worked in that environment, she set specific goals, the first of which was 

being able “to sing in front of an audience without choking up.” Once she accomplished that, by 

becoming a song leader in her Rotary Club, she set other goals. Now, ten years after beginning 

lessons, she says that her main motivation is keeping her aging voice healthy and “performance 

really isn’t a part of it.” 

 As a member of a ukelele rock band, Theresa did identify performing as a motivator for 

taking lessons because she feels she brings “something that’s unique to the area” – specifically, 

her identity as a Chinese-American woman in her sixties: 

Representation of the underserved or underviewed audience is important to me. So that 
would actually be the reason why I [perform]. It’s not because I really want to. It’s because 
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there aren’t any women doing it, there aren’t any older people, there aren’t any Asians.... 
I mean, I definitely don’t see Asian women my age doing this stuff ever. 

She says that she joined the band “because she was asked:” 

It’s not something that I ever wanted to do... But, you know, when someone asks, you 
have to do it. I mean... you don’t want to have some guy fill that role. If you’re asked to do 
something that no one else is doing, you have to do it. 

She also identified a long-term goal of starting an “all-girls” band, but she has not “gotten any 

takers on that.” 

 The participants’ motivations discussed here represent both extrinsic and intrinsic 

motivations. Extrinsic motivations are those that come from outside forces and intrinsic 

motivations are those that come from within oneself (Sinclair, 2008). The external motivations 

described by these participants are those driven by public perception. The intrinsic factors 

identified are those related to the perceived inherent value of singing, such as being fun and 

staying healthy. Research has suggested that intrinsic motivational factors are better predictors 

of continued involvement in music (Renwick and McPherson, 2009; Lamont, 2011; Burnard, 

2012). Therefore, while external motivations may always be present in music education, adult 

singing students should also be encouraged to find intrinsic motivation in their studies (see 

Whidden, 2009; Knight, 2016; Ruhnke, 2020; DenBleyker, 2024). 

 
Table 6: Themes from the journey to singing lessons 

 



 DenBleyker                                                                                                                                                                                                            29 

INSIDE THE LESSON 
Results of lessons 

 While technical skills were not examined in the aims of this research, once in a pattern of 

regular lessons, many reported noticing improvement in their technique, such as a wider pitch 

range and a greater awareness of breath and vowels. They also described a greater knowledge 

of music and singing and an understanding of how the voice works.  

I was taking private singing lessons and I just... really enjoyed the sense of learning about 
my voice and about how to use my voice and my breath in ways that I had never been 
exposed to before taking private lessons. (Sally) 

[Before taking lessons,] I didn't know the structure of music, the structure of the throat and 
the breathing. (Laura) 

What I like about it is how much I'm learning compared to how much I didn't know. 
(Theresa) 

These changes were noticed by others as well, such as Theresa’s choir mentor who told her how 

much she had improved. Kris also noticed that he was better able to help the singers he worked 

with in theatre, giving them feedback that helped them to sing more efficiently. 

I’ve been on both sides of it now... On my own side, [we did] instead of “Ah," we go “Aw.” 
I could actually hit that note and it sounds great. And it's this great reveal. And then like I 
was talking to [an actor] like, “Try to ‘Aw’ instead of ‘Ah’ for this note.” He’s like, “That's 
amazing!” It's like, “I know!” 

With this increased skill and knowledge also came greater confidence, which the participants 

directly attributed to their lessons. 

I think the lessons actually have given me the confidence to do things that I wouldn’t have 
done without the lessons. You know, singing in front of a crowd of people or even singing 
with the choir or even being willing to and able to audition. Those are things I... can’t 
imagine doing without the lessons. (Sally) 

[Taking lessons] has... changed my life in terms of, like, being able to perform because I 
honestly don’t think I could have done it without having a breakdown. (Theresa)  

Participants reported a sense of pride, both in pursuing lessons and in the work that they have 

done, saying, “I’m glad I didn’t talk myself out of it” (Laura) and “I am proud of myself for exploring” 

(Carly).  

 Participants also described a change in how they think about their bodies and the 

relationship they have with their body. 

It gives me a sense of living in myself and my body. It's being able to see and understand 
and accept where I am in my in my physical form.... It makes me more aware of my 
physical form and therefore my physical form in relation to other physical forms. (Paige) 



 DenBleyker                                                                                                                                                                                                            30 

I think I'm more conscious of the relationship of body to voice. And so, outside I'm more 
conscious of the tightness... that I have to try to get rid of. Because before I would... just 
kind of deal with it, but now I have to actively work on releasing whatever tension I have 
in different places. (Theresa) 

It's kind of like when I do yoga. I'm just amazed, like "My body can do this," and singing is 
kind of the same, right? Like, I can actually hit that high note. That's pretty cool. So kind 
of exploring what you – not just what you can do, but the relationship with the physical 
body, in your own-body experience. (Carly) 

In the lessons, participants were able to tell the teacher how their voice felt when beginning a 

lesson (“I’m a little bit on the stuffy side”), as well as a demonstrated understanding of vocal health 

and hygiene by taking care of their voices in between lessons. Participants described ensuring 

that they were hydrated and a consciousness of how they were using their voice throughout the 

week, especially those who use their voices a lot for their jobs. Research has shown that 

incidences of vocal injury are higher in amateur singers than professional singers (Cohen, 

Noordzji, and Garrett, 2008; Vella, Brown, and Phyland, 2021), likely due to lack of training and 

education. Some research has examined amateur choral singers’ use of warm-up and cool down 

exercises (Levett and Pring, 2023), but further research could investigate how gaining 

understanding of vocal health affects the habits and practices of amateur singers.  

 This study did not seek to measure indicators of physical or psychological well-being, as 

many other studies on amateur musicians have done (Cuypers, et al., 2012; Theorell, 2014; 

Bonde, Juel, and Eckholm, 2018). However, these findings reflect increased confidence, pride, 

and physical awareness, as well as improved knowledge of vocal technique and vocal health, 

which may align with the types of benefits described in the literature. These results may only be 

accurate when considered in relation to singing; for example, it is possible that an increase in 

confidence when singing does not spill over into increased confidence in other areas, and 

improvements in vocal technique may not ripple out beyond a voice lesson or performance. 

However, participants did seem to suggest that the positive effects they attributed to their singing 

lessons impacted other areas of their lives as well. This will be discussed later in the chapter. 

 Despite these positive responses, participants also expressed ongoing anxiety and 

nervousness around singing, and this was reflected in their lessons as well. Laura said that she 

shuts the doors and makes her husband put in earphones while she takes her lesson on Zoom, 

even though “[he] doesn’t care what I sound like.” Carly said that while she doesn’t feel nervous 

doing things like public speaking, singing still makes her feel anxious. This self-consciousness 

was apparent in lessons when students would say things like, “That was terrible,” “The sound is 

still not great,” or “Some days it goes better than that.” Paige was perhaps the most vocal about 



 DenBleyker                                                                                                                                                                                                            31 

her discomfort with singing, often releasing nervous energy by sighing loudly, swearing, or 

engaging in self-talk: 

[After singing a song] Fuck. Fuck. That’s what I got out of that. 

 [After her voice cracked] Oh God, breathe. 

The participants who were the most open about their anxiety, both in interviews and in the 

lessons, also tended to be the ones who were the newest to vocal training. At the time of the 

study, Paige had taken lessons for about one year while Laura had only had one voice lesson 

before data collection began. Carly, while candid about her anxiety around singing, had been 

taking singing lessons for about five years, but she thinks her anxiety will never go away: 

I have to admit I always have anxiety before every lesson because there is still some 
anxiety attached to singing for me, there probably always will be.... It's really hard for me 
to sing, even for one person, even for a really supportive person. 

 Despite these nerves, the participants also showed resiliency. Often, after expressions of 

frustration or self-deprecating comments, the student would immediately try again or acknowledge 

that they had tried their best: 

Normally I know the lyrics, but I forgive myself for that because I know it’s just nerves. 
(Laura) 

[It felt] awful. It felt really, really awful. But I did it, and that is huge. I’m just going to get 
that out there. (Paige) 

The concept of resiliency in adult education is described in terms of persistence in response to 

outside forces that may cause a student to quit (Comings, 2007) as well as persistance when 

facing difficult material in the classroom (Martin, 2012). Cousins et al. (2019) investigated this 

academic resilience in the context of a math course for adult learners, using the concept of 

mathematical resiliency (Johnston-Wilder and Lee, 2010). Math and music are both subjects 

which can evoke feelings of “anxiety and avoidance” (Cousins, et al., 2019, p. 46; Abril, 2007); as 

such, resiliency is needed when adult learners work toward obtaining these skills. Johnston-

Wilder and Lee (2010) identified four aspects of mathematical resilience that translate to musical 

resilience and were observable in this study’s participants: having a growth mindset (Dweck, 

2006), “finding personal value in... achievement, [willingness] to engage and struggle with 

learning, and [ability] to effectively recruit support” (Cousins, et al., 2019, p. 52). 

Singer identity also shifted for some participants, with the lessons helping them to believe 

that “singing is something I can do” (Carly) and to “see myself as a singer now” (Theresa). These 

identity shifts can be complicated and inconsistent, especially if the student has identified as a 

“bad singer” or “non-singer” for many years (Wise and Halpern, 2024). Some participants still felt 
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hesitant to identify as a singer, even while describing the positive changes they saw in themselves 

and in their voices; Carly described herself in a singing lesson as a “non-singer.” Very little 

research has been conducted on changing identity in adult singers (Wise and Halpern, 2024), 

and more research on this topic could help both teachers and students navigate this 

transformation. 

 

The role of the teacher 

  While analyzing the work of the teacher was not part of this research, participants still 

chose to discuss how their teacher supported them in the learning process. Paige described 

lessons as a “cycle” where “no matter where I am, I’m accepted,” which makes her want to 

continue to work hard in lesson. She also discussed her desire to work with a teacher who helps 

her to be independent and build self-efficacy:  
I look for instructors who give me tools to be able to find my own opinion of myself and my 
abilities.... [Building self-efficacy comes from] finding that instructor [who] will help ask the 
questions like, “How did it feel to you? What was your experience? How do you know?”  

Sally said that the confidence she found while taking lessons was because her teacher “makes 

me feel like I can do those things... that I’m capable of doing this.” Laura agreed, saying her 

teacher doesn’t make her feel like she should “just leave.” Carly also said that it’s important that 

she has a teacher who supports her “unconditionally:” 

Like, “Wherever you're starting out, whatever level you are, however close you are to your 
goal or not close, I'm going to support you. I'm not going to be critical. I'm not going to tell 
you you're terrible....” Well, hopefully no singing teacher would do that. But just the feeling 
of that kind of unconditional support, like, “We'll get there together...” is super important 
because I do have these anxieties tied up with it. 

To Carly, this type of support feels therapeutic. In a lesson, she mentioned that “there’s a lot of 

therapy involved in something musical... because no one’s going to be able to achieve anything 

if they don’t feel comfortable.” Laura also drew a parallel between her lessons and therapy: 
I’m doing something that I was so afraid to do.... So I think every time you can kind of just 
do that, it is a good thing. And I don’t think we’re talking about, like, our deep-seated 
problems, but just talking with someone and focusing with a coach or a teacher on 
something that you are accomplishing together is therapeutic. 

There is an ongoing conversation among voice teachers about the boundaries between 

voice lessons and therapy. The literature is clear about the link between group singing and mental 

health (Morrison and Clift, 2012; Williams, Dingle, and Clift, 2018; Malviya, Zupan, and Meredith, 

2022) and approaches such as trauma-informed voice care (Monti, Durhan, and Reynolds, 2024) 

and Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (Juncos, et al., 2017) have begun to gain traction with 
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voice teachers. Still, voice teachers do not receive the training of psychotherapists or mental 

health counsellors and the work they can do is limited by professional and ethical boundaries 

(American Academy of Teachers of Singing, 2021; Moniz, 2025). However, if students are viewing 

their lessons not just as a means to learn singing but as a way to overcome specific anxieties, 

then teachers may benefit from training to help understand appropriate ways to support these 

students. Voice teachers could look to speech-language pathologists, who are trained to use a 

technique called solution-focused counseling to work with their clients (Tellis and Barone, 2018).  

 Participants said one thing they liked about their lessons was a balance between focused 

work time and socializing with the teacher. 

We're on task, but we have fun and it's a very nice balance of... technical and social and 
human [sic]. (Laura) 

I really value the chitchat, which probably lets me relax a little bit from that anxiety, but 
then once we kind of get into the singing part, I like the fact that we can be pretty focused... 
it's not just, “Okay, let's just sing.” (Carly) 

Sally values singing as a community activity and is part of a community choir. However, she still 

views her private lessons as a social activity: 

[My teacher] always has news about what’s going on with people that we know... There 
have been times when one of us, either [she] or I, will say, “You know, we should probably 
sing....” So I do think it’s a different kind of social engagement in some ways. It’s not 100% 
just, “I’m hiring you to help me sing.” 

In the recorded lessons, participants and the teachers chatted about a wide range of topics 

unrelated to singing: travel plans, other hobbies, farmer’s markets, baseball, and pets were all 

discussed. Again, this may be due to the fact that many participants are my own students with 

whom I have a social relationship, but based on Sally’s experience, it appears possible that this 

may happen in other teachers’ studios as well.   

 Informal social interaction has not been examined in this context, although social 

interaction with peers has been shown to improve student learning in other contexts (Hommes, 

et al., 2012). Some research has been done on student-teacher relationships in private lessons 

(Serra-Dawa, 2014). For the participants in this study who are new to singing, socializing with the 

teacher appears to have made them feel more comfortable and less anxious. The more 

experienced participants also seem to appreciate the social aspect of their lessons as well. This 

may also benefit the teacher, as understanding a student’s life, even on a surface level, may help 

the teacher to respond reflexively in their teaching. In an article on transformative pedagogy in 

the private voice studio, one teacher said: 
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I do a lot of... getting to know [the students], so that if they come in and they're not well, if 
they come in and they're stressed, I can be aware of it really quickly.... I don't want to sit 
and be a counsellor. I want to work with their voice, but I have to work differently according 
to their mood. (Carey and Grant, 2016, p. 58) 

 These last two findings, the perceived therapeutic role of the lesson and the apparent 

importance of informal socializing in the lesson, suggest that AAS expect their teachers to do 

more than just teach them how to sing. The limited research available on the expectations of 

singing students has been conducted mainly with university students and only discusses 

expectations in relation to vocal technique and lesson content and structure (e.g., private or group 

instruction and advice for career development) (Simones, 2017; Şakalar and Gürel, 2023), making 

this a novel finding that should be researched further. While teaching may take up a majority of 

the lesson time, it appears that emotional support and an ability to connect on non-musical 

subjects are almost equally as important to the participants. Voice teachers are encouraged to 

think about their “ideal client” when building their studio (Deveaux, 2021; Perna and Pigott, 2021; 

Canchola, 2025), but it may also help to recognize what these students are looking for in a 

teacher. 

 
Table 7: Themes from inside the lesson 
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OUTSIDE THE LESSON 
Other hobbies 

It is interesting to note that most participants began playing another instrument before 

beginning singing lessons. Theresa and Carly play the ukelele, Sally plays the viola, Kris plays 

the guitar, and Laura plays the piano. While Sally and Carly did not play their instruments in the 

recorded lessons, the others used theirs in some way, either accompanying themselves or using 

an instrument to check a pitch. Some would also talk about their instrumental teacher in their 

singing lesson, bringing up things that they had discussed with them or what they had done in a 

recent lesson. This suggests that adults who take voice lessons are likely to explore singing after 

learning another instrument.  This may be because they want to sing along with their instrument; 

in this study, the piano, guitar, and ukulele are all instruments that are common to sing with. 

However, since participants described singing as “vulnerable,” perhaps their experiences with the 

other instruments helped them to build confidence to try singing lessons; however, further 

research should be conducted in this area.  

Participants also reported enjoying hobbies unrelated to music. Theresa enjoys baking 

bread and physical activities like working out. Kris plays board games and hosts a podcast. Carly 

has recently started “guerilla gardening,” where she maintains public green spaces that have been 

neglected. Paige is committed to “be good at something” and so has limited her hobbies to those 

that help her reach her acting goals, like reading and listening to podcasts. 

When comparing singing lessons to their other hobbies, participants said that they 

approach their lessons differently. Kris called his approach to voice lessons “novel” because he 

is more likely to “try to figure out a lot of stuff by myself,” and so he hasn’t sought training for many 

of his other hobbies. Sally said that she approaches singing in a “somewhat similar” way to how 

she approaches the viola because she is trying to build a skill, but it differs in that she “treasures” 

singing for its community; her other hobbies are more solitary. Theresa also reported that she 

approaches her singing lessons differently because, unlike her other hobbies, she has a goal. 

Carly also said that her singing lessons feel different than her other hobbies because she 

experiences anxiety around singing that she doesn’t experience with other activities. 

 Examining the other hobbies in the participants’ lives and comparing their approaches to 

lessons and to other hobbies allows better understanding of the role of lessons in the participants’ 

lives. Some of the other hobbies described by the participants involved much less regular 

commitment, or were more “passive,” as Theresa said; some did involve more engagement, such 

as Kris’s podcast. However, the participants in this study seem to view their lessons as “serious 

leisure,” the “systematic pursuit of an... amateur activity” (Stebbins, 2016, p. 875), which was 
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described briefly in the literature review. Leisure activities have been shown to provide meaning 

and well-being to people’s lives, and these benefits are more likely to occur when the activity is 

intentionally and reflexively pursued (Iwasaki, Messina, and Hopper, 2018). Singing lessons, 

therefore, may provide more of a benefit to the lives of the participants than the other leisure 

activities which they engage in. 

 

Practice and preparation 

Spending time practicing in between lessons is an expectation when taking singing 

lessons (Smith, Kleinerman, and Cohen, 2022). Participants in this study reported various 

attitudes toward practicing, with many describing their practice time as limited. Laura said she 

practices a few days a week, doing “a little bit, steadily,” although “it kind of depends what’s going 

on in the week.” Paige says that her “ideal” practice routine would involve looking at her notes 

once or twice in between lessons, but she often needs to tell herself, “Paige, just sing:” 
The key part of any practice that I found for myself as a human is... to make it as simple 
and accessible as possible so that I actually do the work. Whether I do it perfectly, I have 
to let go of that idea and truly just do it. And sometimes that is the hardest part. 

Carly describes her practice time as “casual.” For her practice time, she puts on a “giant” playlist 

of songs she likes to sing along to: 

[I] just sing along with them because even that is something that was difficult for me before, 
even just singing along to myself... I was really self-conscious about it. So now... singing 
along with whatever I'm playing, I consider that part of my practice because really any 
singing for me is, again, way more than I used to do. 

Kris also uses recordings when practicing, emphasizing that repetition is important for him:  

[Google] Chrome has this fun feature where the tabs... reload and YouTube will just start 
playing again. So as I'm going through tabs to clean them... the song [restarts].... So it's 
less focused practice time when I'm busy with a lot of things, but... just finding times to just 
like play it, hear it, either sing along to it or just like hum along to it or get it in... the ear is 
useful. 

Sally admitted that she doesn’t spend time practicing between her lessons unless there’s an 

upcoming event like a recital. 

 In a study on older adults taking voice lessons, participants averaged about 45 minutes 

per practice session (although it is unclear how many times per week this was repeated) which 

the researchers found to be “consistent with the value ascribed to voice lessons of this set of older 

adults” (Smith, Kleinerman, and Cohen, 2022, p. 929). In the current study, the participants do 

seem to value their voice lessons, but tend to spend very little time practicing formally or do so in 

unorthodox ways. This may be due to a lack of time, especially for those who are still working, but 
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further research could be conducted on the correlation between value ascribed to singing lessons 

and amount of time spent practicing, as it may vary between participant groups. It’s also been 

shown that teaching style affects practice habits (Barry, 2007; Baughman, 2017), which is relevant 

to this study since five of the six participants are my students and therefore their practice habits 

are affected by my teaching style.  

 

Facilitators and constraints 

The experience of taking voice lessons is framed by facilitators and constraints (Stebbins, 

2013). Facilitators are factors that encourage participation in an activity and/or provide the 

necessary resources to do so; constraints are factors that discourage or limit participation 

(Raymore, 2002). A common facilitator for participants in this study was a supportive spouse. 

Carly’s husband took singing lessons before her and encouraged her to begin lessons; she says 

that she is more likely to practice when she hears him practicing. Laura says that, to mitigate her 

self-consciousness when signing, she asks her husband to put on headphones and go to a 

different part of their house, even though “he doesn’t care.”  

While the participants in this study identified their spouses as facilitators, it may be that 

those with less supportive partners are not able to take voice lessons and therefore are not 

represented in these results. In the literature, spouses and families have been shown to be a 

constraint, with women facing the largest barrier (Lilliestam, 2013; Liu and Stebbins, 2014; Smith, 

Kleinerman, and Cohen, 2022). Coffin (2004), describing the experiences of the members of a 

female barbershop chorus, recognized a trend where the members’ husbands were supportive 

when their wives first joined the choir, but “as the wives became more enthusiastic and interested 

in this hobby, the husbands fell sullen and often created barriers to their wives attending 

rehearsals” (pp. 23-24).  

Another common constraint for adult learners is the limited time that they are able to 

commit to learning outside of the classroom due to “life demands,” such as family or work 

responsibilities, and occasionally these demands require them to drop out altogether (Comings, 

2007, p. 60). In this study, participants were asked what would make them quit their lessons. 

Some participants said that if they were no longer able to prioritize lessons, either for positive or 

negative reasons, they would stop: 
If we're traveling, if we go on, like, a round-the-world cruise for a year, and then if I stopped 
doing it for a year, I might not restart. (Carly) 

Paige also discussed her desire to prioritize lessons, saying she would stop taking lessons if she 

felt she had stopped making progress or was “wasting too much time.” Kris responded that he 
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might move from regularly-scheduled to more occasional lessons if he began to feel more 

comfortable with his skills. Theresa and Sally both said they would stop taking lessons if they 

were physically no longer able to sing. Sally also added that she would be discouraged from 

taking lessons if she had to find a new voice teacher: “It’s like starting to date after you’ve been 

married.” 

 Additionally, almost every participant identified financial strain as a reason they would stop 

taking lessons. Paige said that she is currently living off of her savings while building her life 

coaching practice and finding work in theatre, and so anticipates a time when she will have to 

rebalance her budget and minimize her discretionary spending. Laura and Sally are both retired 

and are using their retirement savings to pay for lessons: 
Yes, this is all coming out of my retirement. It’s fine. Again, [I’m] very lucky that I can do 
that. (Sally) 
 
I mean, we are retired, so if our retirement account disappears, and Social Security and 
Medicaid, then probably I wouldn’t be able to take [lessons]... When that happens, I’ll be 
living in a tent anyway. (Laura) 

Kris identified a specific circumstance in which he would have to stop taking lessons. His 

wife works in American public broadcasting, which has been funded indirectly by the federal 

government (Corporation for Public Broadcasting, n.d.). Recently, the current U.S. president 

accused certain broadcasters of being biased and threatened to withdraw funding to these 

broadcasters (Folkenflik and Neuman, 2025), including the organization where Kris’s wife works. 

In his interview, Kris said that if his wife’s job were jeopardized, they would need to reorganize 

their finances and he would have to reconsider taking lessons. In fact, a week after his interview, 

funding for his wife’s organization was cut (Executive Order No. 2025-08133, 2025) and he was 

forced to pause his lessons “in anticipation of a lean period.” He and his wife gave permission for 

this information to be used in this report. 

For the AAS in this study, singing lessons seem to be budgeted as discretionary expenses. 

While those experiencing financial scarcity still spend money on discretionary items, perhaps 

proportionally more than who are financially secure (Sarial-Abi, et al., 2023), this study 

demonstrates how influential personal finances can be in the decision to begin or continue singing 

lessons. It must be noted that all participants in this study live in states with median incomes that 

rank in the top ten highest in the United States (United States Census Bureau, 2023a); the greater 

Seattle area, where most participants live, has a median income higher than the richest state 

(United States Census Bureau, 2023b). However, Seattle also has a cost of living higher than the 

national average (Council for Community and Economic Research, 2023), which makes it difficult 
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for some to live in the area (Nickelsburg, 2025) – to live “comfortably,” a single adult would need 

to earn $128,000 (DeJohn, 2025). 

Participants acknowledged their privilege, using words like “fortunate” and “lucky” to 

describe their ability to afford lessons with little impact on their daily lives. Some literature 

discusses the correlation between socioeconomic status and participation in musical activity, but 

they are focused on school-age students and music education in schools (Hoffman, 2013; 

Nichols, 2020; Shaw and Auletto, 2022). Burton (2022) and Smith, Kleinerman, and Cohen (2022) 

may be the only literature that discuss financial equity and private music lessons.  

 When considering the constraints faced by participants, the ideas of resiliency and value 

again become relevant. Every participant encountered some form of constraint – financial, 

geographic, temporal, emotional – that could have caused them to stop taking lessons. However, 

whenever possible, participants showed resiliency and therefore demonstrated the value that they 

find in taking lessons. For professional singers, the value of singing lessons lies in the outcome, 

in the performances they are able to give. For amateur singers, especially those who may not 

desire to perform publicly, the value lies in the lesson itself, which is shown by their resiliency in 

overcoming constraints. This is not to say that professional singers do not face constraints; 

however, since singing is at least part of their income, they are more likely to experience external 

motivation to overcome constraints. 

 

Lessons affecting outside life 

 Participants were asked if they felt their singing lessons affect their lives outside of the 

lesson. Sally and Laura both said that their training allowed them to listen to music in a different 

way: 

Once I started learning vocal technique, and especially when I worked on learning arias, 
I had a much greater appreciation and admiration for professional singers.... This 
appreciation has become such an integral part of my life that I almost forgot that it 
developed as a result of taking lessons. (Sally) 

I'm listening more to phrasing and emphasis.... What are they drifting back on? What are 
they punching? (Laura) 

Carly and Sally both talked about how learning to sing has made them feel more comfortable 

doing things that they’re not immediately good at.  
I’ve kind of decided in my adult life that I’m going to do more things I’m not good at, or at 
least that I’m not inherently good at, and I’m going to be cool with that. And singing is a 
big part of that. (Carly) 

Paige said that learning to sing has made her a “better human:” 
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It’s made me more confident as a person.... I'm a better human because I have more 
empathy... for that high pitched voice that I didn't enjoy.... And I think that allows for more 
connection to others. So, then, now I have the confidence to be able to say, “I want to 
connect with you.” 

She does admit that this perspective on singing has also been shaped by her acting experiences 

“because we’re using the same tool.” 

 Participants also said that they have started to encourage others to take singing lessons. 

Carly said she’s become an “evangelist” for singing lessons. Theresa is part of a large network of 

amateur ukulele players and has encouraged them to take singing lessons: 

I know they would benefit from it. There are people that say, “I can’t do that....” I think 
people don’t what they don’t know. And then when people start knowing, then they realize, 
“Oh, there’s so much more to know.”  

Laura has also become a “firm believer” that older adults should be involved in some activity 

outside the home: 

I am a huge proponent that... the senior center ought to hire music teachers and vocal 
teachers... because I think... people ought to do it. I think it’s – healing might be too strong 
a word, but again, therapeutic. It's fun. And why not? 

These perspectives again point to the well-being benefits that the participants have received from 

taking singing lessons. It seems that participants credit the lessons, at least in part, in helping 

them live a better life and want others to experience these benefits as well.    

 

Outside life affecting lessons 

 While the participants reported that their lessons impacted their life, they also said that 

their lives affected their lessons, most often when their voices were affected by outside activities. 

In one lesson, Theresa said that her voice felt tired because she had to talk a lot at work that 

week. During the lessons that were recorded, Kris was playing in the band for a play and was 

often tired during his lessons, which made his voice feel “crunchy.” Before one lesson, Carly did 

some volunteer work and talked with the other volunteers, and so felt more warmed up coming 

into her lesson. This reflects a passing observation made in Grape et al. (2003), who studied the 

voice lessons of professional and amateur singers. They noted that while both professional and 

amateur singers had lessons during the day, only the amateur singers had lessons in the evening, 

presumably after they had finished working. All of the lessons for this study were recorded during 

the day, but it’s apparent that having to schedule lessons around other commitments has an 

impact on the state of the voice. 
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 In some situations, life outside of lessons and the lessons’ effect on outside life became 

intertwined. Two participants, Laura and Carly, both said that their decision to take lessons was 

influenced by the COVID-19 pandemic. Laura said that the pandemic “was a hard time.... [My 

husband and I] lost track of some of the things that we enjoyed doing.” She said that starting 

lessons was an intentional choice to “reopen that.” They also both indicated that they feel uneasy 

with current American politics and that lessons helped them cope with “outside turmoil” (Laura). 

Carly’s political discomfort affected the repertoire she chose, saying, “I think these are times for 

cheesy songs.” The pandemic (Penninx, et al., 2022; Kupcova, et al., 2023) and political and 

economic issues (Brown, 1983; Qamar, 2024) have both been shown to have a negative effect 

on mental health. The literature has reported singing to have a positive effect on mental health, 

especially in relation to stress reduction (Bullack, et al., 2018; Kang, Schlop, and Jiang, 2018), 

which has been discussed outside of the scientific literature (Stanborough, 2020; Geist, 2024). It 

stands to reason, then, that people aware of the well-being benefits of singing may turn to singing 

with stress reduction as a main motivator or that people will shape their singing experience 

specifically to help alleviate stress.  

 

Table 8: Themes from outside the lesson 
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THE ROLE OF SINGING LESSONS 
 By examining these participants’ experiences both inside and outside of their singing 

lessons, as well as considering their journey to singing lessons, the role of singing lessons in the 

lives of AAS begins to emerge. It seems that, for most participants, singing lessons are integrated 

into the larger goals for their lives as a whole (see Table 9). Except for Kris, whose main goal was 

to improve his singing skill so that he could be a more confident singer and more effective music 

director, the participants signed up for singing lessons not only because they wanted to improve 

their singing skill, but because it brought them closer to living their ideal lives. The singing lessons 

were the medium through which this was accomplished, making the role of singing lessons to be 

an activity of meaning-making.  

 

Table 9: Participants' larger motivations to pursue singing lessons 

 
  

Meaning-making is the “process by which a person derives meaning(s) from an activity to 

find a purpose of life and make sense of [their] life” (Iwasaki, Messina, and Hopper, 2018, p. 29). 

This idea has only begun to be considered in vocal literature, and is currently mainly focused on 

the experiences of children (Kullenberg and Pramling, 2017; Barrett and Tafuri, 2018) and in 

European environments (Aho, 2009; Fisher, 2021; Sandberg-Jurström, 2022). While this research 

fills a gap in exploring the experiences of AAS, it also reveals a large gap in our understanding of 

how adults create meaning for their lives from music lessons, especially in the United States. It is 
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a strong recommendation that future research attempt to better understand how adults – amateur 

or professional – use singing as an act of meaning-making, perhaps following the auto-

ethnographic practices of Page (2021) or utilizing the Practical Epistemological Analysis method 

like Larsson and Öhman (2018), and how meaning-making, in turn, may influence the learning 

experience. 
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Chapter 4: Conclusion and future directions 
 
This research asked the question, “What is the role of singing lessons in the lives of AAS?” 

Most vocal pedagogy literature concerns itself with the development of the singing voice (Kayes 

and Barlett, 2024; Michael, 2024; Maxfield, 2024; Perna, Redman, and Glasner, 2024), which is, 

of course, the main goal of all singing lessons. However, as seen in the lives of these AAS, singing 

lessons take on a greater role than mere musical skill-building: it becomes an act of meaning-

making. By conducting interviews and observing the participants’ voice lessons, I was able to 

identify certain themes about how the participants view their singing lessons and how their singing 

lessons play a role in their life, fulfilling an aim of the research. While recommendations for further 

research were identified throughout the findings, a list of possible topics can be found in Table 10. 

 

Table 10: Recommendations for further research 
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In addition to examining the original research question, one surprise in these findings is 

the sociocultural, financial, and political factors that the participants identified as influential to their 

overall experience of voice lessons. As discussed below, the combined influence of these factors 

is slightly different for each participant, but these factors were present in some form for all 

participants. It is these factors that form a practical application for this research, fulfilling an 

additional aim for this module. 

 

Sociocultural factors 

The sociocultural expectation of “what a singer is” (Paige) was a significant factor for the 

participants. In a void, singing involves the coordinated efforts of the vocal folds and vocal tract 

to produce sound (Gárcia-López and Bouzas, 2010). Culture and genre dictate what the result of 

these efforts should sound like (Panteli, et al., 2017; Edwin, 2018; Xia, 2022); society then 

establishes how an individual may be viewed when their singing skills fall outside of expectations 

(Abril, 2007; Whidden, 2009; Knight, 2016). In Western society, singing is often seen as a “God-

given artistic gift,” and those who possess this “talent” are highly revered while those who do not 

immediately display a propensity for the skill are discouraged from singing (Ruhnke, 2020, p. 8). 

Some participants felt this societal expectation so strongly that they felt self-conscious 

when singing and put off singing lessons for many years before gaining the confidence to learn 

to sing or to sing in front of others. Even in lessons, participants expressed anxiety when their 

skills did not live up to what they felt is expected from a “singer.” As Carly said, “There’s... more 

judgment of whether you are bad at [singing] than with other activities.” Aside from personal 

sentiments, participants also discussed wanting to improve their singing skill to make those 

around them feel more comfortable.  

The participants in this study made clear their desire to sing for the pure pleasure of 

singing. While the health and well-being benefits of singing and the satisfaction of building skills 

are important, this research suggests that singing teachers should encourage hedonistic singing: 

singing for pleasure. “Hedonism” may evoke negative connotations for some, but this reaction 

may be related to the previously discussed “hustle culture” where every action must be productive 

(Hammerton, 2025). Hedonistic singing does not preclude or negate the desire to sing for an 

audience or to work towards a goal, but it encourages singers to find joy in the act of singing itself, 

in the journey and not just the destination. It asks singers to explore sounds without judgment. 

 Voice teachers can promote hedonistic singing in various ways. This study discussed 

participants’ appreciation for informal socialization during their lesson. Allowing time for off-topic 

discussion creates a welcoming environment that helps students to feel safe to explore the 
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pleasure of singing. Also, while those motivated by public performance can still participate in 

hedonistic singing, creating a studio that is not driven by recitals or competition can promote this 

philosophy. This is similar to the idea of participatory music making introduced by Turino (2008) 

and applied to the classroom by Bernard and Cayari (2020). 

 

Financial factors 

Finances were identified as a hugely influential factor in the participants’ ability to take 

singing lessons. Private music instruction often involves additional financial cost. Private voice 

teachers are encouraged to charge a rate that is “appropriate” for their geographic area and level 

of experience (Borm-Krüger, 2016) as well as take into consideration necessary business 

expenses (Brown, 2024). However, this means that the cost of voice lessons may be prohibitive 

for prospective students. Many participants in this study described themselves as “fortunate” or 

“lucky” to be able to afford voice lessons, but Kris’ need to stop taking lessons when his wife’s job 

became endangered highlights the financial discretion involved in private singing lessons. The 

participants did recognize that group lessons may be more affordable but they also spoke of their 

preference for private lessons. 

 In the field of vocal pedagogy, there is a need for a system that is more financially 

accessible and equitable. Burton (2022) suggests that teachers utilize private fundraising, either 

through a platform such as GoFundMe or events like a bake sale or benefit concert. She also 

suggests bartering partnerships between students and teachers, in which the student does tasks 

such as yardwork in exchange for partial or full tuition. The MusicLink Foundation also offers non-

financial support for low-income families, such as instrument repair and music camp scholarships, 

although this seems to only be available for students under age 18 (MusicLink Foundation, n.d.). 

The National Association of Teachers of Singing offers fellowships for students “from communities 

not typically able to access voice lessons,” but these are designed for students who want to 

pursue a professional career in singing (National Association of Teachers of Singing, n.d.). While 

these are all valuable resources, there is a need for financial assistance for adult singing students. 

To promote equity in adult music education in the United States, it may be necessary for private 

organizations like the National Association of Teachers of Singing or MusicLink to create funds 

specifically for adult students of all levels. If equity and accessibility are values that singing 

teachers claim to hold (National Association of Teacher of Singing, 2022), then we must develop 

a better understanding of how finances play into music education for adults and respond in kind: 
It seems wrong that enhancement of well-being arising from voice lessons be confined to 
a privileged demographic. (Smith, Kleinerman, and Cohen, 2022, p. 928) 
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Political factors 

 Participants described how politics and current events (such as the COVID-19 pandemic) 

influenced their lessons, but it’s also important to consider how politics influences the day-to-day 

lives of individuals and families, which in turn affect singing lessons. Another common personal 

and political condition that affects singing lessons is parenthood (for more on how parenthood 

can be considered political, especially in the United States, see Strach [2006], Elder and Greene 

[2012], and Morgan [2025]). Smith, Kleinerman, and Cohen (2022) found a significant correlation 

between the number of children one had and the age at which they started singing lessons, 

“consistent with the view that increasing numbers of children may require more years dedicated 

to childcare with the consequent delay of available resources (e.g., time and funds) for personal 

voice lessons” (p. 917). Laura mentioned this in her interview as well, saying that she would have 

taken singing lessons earlier in her life but “I was working and we had two daughters.” There is 

an acknowledged gender gap in parenting, with women shouldering the majority of affective, 

physical, and developmental care (Negraia, Augustine, and Prickett, 2018). In the United States, 

non-parental childcare (such as sending a child to preschool) is becoming more common but also 

increasingly expensive, leaving it inaccessible to many families (Herbst, 2023).    

 While some teachers may want to keep a separation between the work in the lesson and 

these “personal issues” (see, for example, O’Bryan, 2014, p. 108), their influence is clear to this 

study’s participants. Therefore, a holistic approach to vocal training that considers these factors 

may be appropriate. For example, voice teachers training pre-professional or professional singers 

may require a certain amount of practice per week or certain practice routines to help the singer 

make linear, consistent progress (Klickstein, 2009; Bonneville-Roussy and Bouffard, 2015). 

However, adult amateur students may have limited time to practice or may not practice at all, as 

seen in this study. If there is an expectation that these students practice with the same vigor as 

professional students, both the student and the teacher may become frustrated – the teacher 

because the student is not meeting expectations, and the student because the teacher is not 

showing an understanding of their availability or perspective. The practical application becomes, 

therefore, a willingness to understand an individual student’s capacity to practice and perhaps an 

expectation of practice that varies from student to student instead of a universal assumption for 

all students. 

 Studio policies may also be framed to make private lessons more achievable for AAS. 

Independent teachers often set their own cancellation and make-up lesson policies; as teaching 

is their source of income, it is important for them to be able to make a financial plan (Swanson, 

2010; Schwefel, 2016). However, as AAS may be juggling family and work commitments, they 
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may need to cancel or reschedule more lessons than someone pursuing a career in singing and 

prioritizing lessons does. Flexible cancellation policies (that still respect the teacher’s time and 

effort) may attract AAS to a particular studio. Payment structures may also be adapted to allow 

for greater flexibility, perhaps by allowing students to pay per lesson instead of monthly.  

 

Conclusion and limitations 

This study aimed to not only fill a gap in the literature by examining the experiences of 

AAS, but to provide practical applications for voice teachers working with these students. I believe 

that this project did fulfill its aims. Additionally, I fulfilled my learning objectives for the module by 

successfully conducting an ethnographic study and handling significant amounts of observational 

and interview data and synthesizing the data to be able to provide practical uses for both my 

teaching practices and for other voice teachers. Recognizing patterns in the lives of these singers 

helps scholars and teachers to identify and address needs, making the field more accessible and 

allowing more people to learn to sing.  

In reflecting on my experience, I have recognized several limitations, not least of which 

was the low number of participants. Both conventional and focused ethnographies tend to involve 

30 or fewer participants (Cruz and Higginbottom, 2013; Trundle and Phillips, 2023); Guest, Bunce, 

and Johnson (2006) suggest that participants be recruited until data saturation is reached. 

However, the limited time frame of this study required that participant recruitment be limited to a 

few weeks, resulting in a low number of participants.  

Additionally, five of the six participants were my own students and were therefore 

influenced by my own teaching philosophies. While qualitative research is always influenced by 

the researcher (Denscombe, 2003), this data could have been made more rigorous by involving 

more students of other teachers. Although I attempted to recruit participants who were not my 

students, only one was successfully recruited for the study. In addition, all of my students take 

their lessons online, and it’s possible that online lessons attract AAS with specific needs. To 

strengthen the relevance and validity of this data, a similar study could be done that involves both 

in-person and online lessons, as well as successful recruitment from multiple voice studios. 
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