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[bookmark: _Toc206086378]Introduction
Conducting research in complex work-based settings presents a distinctive mix of challenges and opportunities for the practitioner-researcher. These environments are often characterised by multifaceted organisational structures, diverse stakeholder groups, and dynamic socio-political contexts that shape the research process (Costley, Elliott & Gibbs, 2012). In such settings, methodological choice is not merely a technical decision but a strategic one, informed by the researcher’s philosophical stance, the nature of the research problem, and the practical constraints of the workplace. To produce valid, credible, and ethically sound findings, it is essential to critically appraise the full range of methodological approaches, research designs, and methods available, and to understand how they interact with the specific demands of the context.
The term “complex work-based settings” spans a variety of professional environments where competing priorities, power relations, and organisational cultures influence both the conduct of research and the interpretation of its findings. The diversity of these settings means that no single methodological approach can be universally applied. Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed-methods traditions each offer distinct strengths and limitations. For instance, qualitative approaches may reveal rich, contextual insights into workplace phenomena, whereas quantitative designs can enable generalisability and comparative analysis (Gray, 2004; Blaxter, Hughes & Tight, 2010). Increasingly, mixed-methods approaches are used to combine the advantages of both, particularly in scenarios requiring triangulation to enhance credibility.
Equally important is the choice of research design, whether case study, action research, longitudinal, cross-sectional, or participatory in nature. Each design involves trade-offs in terms of depth, generalisability, resource demands, and stakeholder involvement (Walliman, 2001). Furthermore, the methods selected to gather and analyse data, ranging from interviews and focus groups to surveys and statistical modelling, must be carefully aligned with the chosen methodology and design, as well as with the realities of access, time, and organisational sensitivities.
A further layer of complexity arises when the researcher occupies an insider role within the organisation under study. Insider research can offer unique access and contextual understanding but also introduces risks of bias, role conflict, and ethical tensions (Costley et al., 2012). Adhering to rigorous ethical standards, such as those set out in the University of Wales Trinity Saint David’s Research Ethics and Integrity Code of Practice, is therefore vital to safeguarding participant welfare, research integrity, and organisational trust.
This essay will critically evaluate a range of methodological approaches, research designs, and research methods suitable for gathering data in complex work-based settings. It will also give due consideration to research ethics and the particular issues that arise in insider research. The discussion will be structured in six main sections: an examination of epistemological and ontological considerations; an evaluation of methodological approaches; an exploration of research designs; a review of specific research methods; an analysis of ethical considerations; and an assessment of the dynamics of insider research. The essay will conclude by synthesising the key insights and reflecting on their implications for the design and conduct of future workplace research, followed by a brief reflective account. 
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Epistemological and Ontological Considerations
Any rigorous research project starts with clarity about its underlying philosophical assumptions. Ontology is the researcher’s view of reality, whether it exists independently of our perceptions or is socially constructed through interaction (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2009). Epistemology looks at the nature and scope of knowledge, how we know what we know, and what counts as legitimate evidence (Gray, 2004). These stances are not just theoretical; they directly shape the methodological approach, research design, and data collection choices in research.
Within the positivist tradition, reality is treated as objective, stable, and measurable. Knowledge is gained through systematic observation, often expressed or reported numerically. Positivism underpins many quantitative approaches, such as acoustic analysis of vocal output or statistical evaluation of performance outcomes (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2013). For instance, a positivist teacher-researcher might precisely track the change in singers’ maximum phonation time before and after a targeted breathing intervention. The strength of this stance lies in its capacity to produce generalisable, replicable results. However, critics argue that positivism can miss singers’ subjective experiences, including the psychological impact of Music Performance Anxiety (MPA) or the perceived ease of vocal production.
Contrastingly, interpretivism holds that reality is socially constructed and best understood through the perspectives of those experiencing it. This paradigm often points to qualitative approaches such as in-depth interviews, lesson observations, or reflective journalling, which allow for a rich, contextualised understanding of the singing experience (Blaxter, Hughes & Tight, 2010). An interpretivist vocal teacher might explore how adult learners describe their journey towards developing healthy technique, uncovering the influence of confidence, identity, and teacher student rapport. While interpretivism offers depth and nuance, it is often criticised for limited generalisability and greater susceptibility to researcher bias.
Critical theory adds a further dimension, focusing on power relations and the potential for transformation. In vocal pedagogy, this might involve examining how gender norms, cultural expectations, or institutional hierarchies shape opportunities and repertoire choices (Reason & Bradbury, 2001). A critical researcher could use participatory action research to collaborate with students from underrepresented backgrounds to co-design more inclusive vocal curricula. While powerful for promoting equity, such approaches can challenge established norms and may encounter resistance within traditional music education settings.
Many practitioner-researchers in vocal teaching take a pragmatist stance, choosing methods based on what will best answer the research question rather than aligning strictly with one philosophical position (Saunders et al., 2009). Pragmatism supports mixed-methods designs, enabling both measurement and exploration. For example, a project on the effectiveness of a new warm-up routine might combine pre and post intervention acoustic measurements with focus group discussions to interpret singers’ subjective experiences.
Ultimately, the epistemological and ontological positions a vocal teacher-researcher adopts must align with the study’s aims, the nature of the research problem, and the realities of the teaching environment. Being explicit about these foundations not only strengthens methodological justification but also enhances the credibility of findings (Gray, 2004). For insider researchers, those studying their own students, such reflexivity is crucial for addressing potential bias and ensuring transparency from the outset.
Methodological Approaches
Choosing an appropriate methodological approach is one of the most consequential decisions for any research project, as it determines how data will be collected, analysed, and interpreted. In the field of vocal pedagogy, the choice of methodology is shaped by the research question, the philosophical stance of the researcher, and the practical constraints of the teaching environment. Each approach, qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods, offers distinctive strengths and limitations when applied to the study of singing and voice training (Hartwig,2025). 
Qualitative approaches seek to explore and interpret the meanings that individuals attach to their experiences. They are particularly well suited to research questions concerned with the lived experiences of singers, the development of vocal identity, or the pedagogical relationship between teacher and student (Blaxter, Hughes & Tight, 2010). For instance, narrative inquiry could be used to examine the personal journeys of professional singers returning to study after vocal injury, while phenomenology could explore the sensory and emotional aspects of mastering breath control. Ethnographic approaches might focus on understanding the culture of a particular opera chorus or music theatre ensemble, involving long-term immersion and observation. Grounded theory could be employed to develop a model of how students integrate new technical instructions into their practice routines over time.
One of the most relevant qualitative approaches for practitioner-researchers is action research, which involves a cyclical process of planning, acting, observing, and reflecting (Reason & Bradbury, 2001). For example, a teacher might introduce a new set of resonance exercises, collect reflective feedback from students, analyse the results, and then refine the exercises for the next teaching cycle. The main advantage of qualitative approaches is their ability to capture nuanced, context-rich data that reflects the complexity of vocal development. However, they are often criticised for limited generalisability and for being vulnerable to researcher bias, particularly in insider research. 
Quantitative approaches aim to measure variables and analyse relationships between them using numerical data. In vocal pedagogy, these approaches are commonly associated with vocal science and performance assessment. Examples include experimental or quasi-experimental studies measuring changes in acoustic parameters, such as fundamental frequency, formant tuning, or spectral tilt, before and after a specific pedagogical intervention (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2013). Survey-based designs such as questionnaires and scaling can also be valuable, for instance, in gauging the prevalence of MPA among conservatoire students or in comparing self-reported practice habits across different age groups.
Quantitative approaches offer the benefits of statistical rigour, replicability, and the ability to generalise findings across larger populations. However, in the context of vocal research, they can sometimes oversimplify complex, multi-dimensional processes. Measuring pitch accuracy or breath capacity may provide useful benchmarks, but these metrics cannot fully account for the interpretive artistry, emotional connection, or expressive nuance that also define successful singing (Sundberg, Salomao & Scherer, 2021). 
Given the multifaceted nature of singing, combining physiological, psychological, artistic, and social dimensions, many teacher-researchers adopt mixed-methods approaches. These combine qualitative and quantitative data to provide a more comprehensive understanding (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2009). A convergent parallel design might collect acoustic analysis data and interview responses simultaneously, integrating the findings to form a richer interpretation. For example, a study on vowel modification in classical singers could measure formant tuning while also gathering participants’ subjective accounts of ease and comfort during the exercise.
An explanatory sequential design might first collect quantitative data, such as improvements in maximum phonation time following a breath support programme, and then use qualitative interviews to explore why some participants benefitted more than others. An exploratory sequential design could start with qualitative observations of rehearsal behaviours, which then inform the development of a structured survey distributed to a wider population of singers (Creswell and Plano Clark, 2018).
Mixed-methods research provides the advantage of triangulation, enhancing the validity of findings by cross-verifying data from different sources (Jick, 1979). However, it also requires more time, expertise, and resources to execute effectively. Integrating data meaningfully can be challenging, particularly when qualitative and quantitative results seem to contradict each other (Bryman, 2007).
When deciding between qualitative, quantitative, or mixed-methods approaches in vocal pedagogy, several factors must be weighed: the nature of the research question; practical constraints such as scheduling; researcher expertise; and ethical considerations, especially in insider contexts. For a teacher-researcher, the methodological choice is rarely clear-cut. While acoustic measurements can provide objective indicators of vocal change, interviews and reflective journals can illuminate the personal and artistic significance of those changes for the singer. A critical and transparent alignment between research aims, methodology, and context is thus essential to achieving credible, meaningful results (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018; BERA, 2018). 
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In work-based research on vocal teaching, the research design provides the blueprint that links methodological stance to the operational plan for data collection and analysis. The design must account for the complexities of vocal instruction, including individual learning styles, the physical and psychological demands of singing, and the often subjective nature of performance evaluation. Each design, case study, action research, longitudinal, cross-sectional, and participatory, offers distinct strengths and limitations.
Case studies involve the in-depth investigation of a single case or a small number of cases within their real-world context (Yin, 2018; Walliman, 2001). In vocal research, a “case” might be a single student, a studio class, or a professional choir. For example, a teacher-researcher might conduct a case study of a postgraduate singer recovering from a vocal fold injury, combining lesson observations, vocal function measurements, and reflective interviews to track progress. The strength of this design lies in its ability to capture complexity and context-specific detail. However, critics note its limited generalisability—findings from one highly motivated student in a supportive environment may not translate to all singers.
Action research is highly relevant to practitioner-researchers, as it integrates teaching practice with systematic inquiry (Reason & Bradbury, 2001). In vocal pedagogy, this could take the form of a cyclical project aimed at improving diction in sung English among non-native speakers. The teacher might introduce targeted exercises, collect recordings and self-assessment data, reflect on results, and adjust techniques before repeating the cycle. The participatory nature of action research fosters student engagement and aligns with professional development goals. Its limitation lies in potential bias, as the teacher’s dual role can blur the boundaries between teaching and researching, requiring deliberate strategies for reflexivity.
Longitudinal studies examine change over an extended period, making them ideal for tracking vocal development or the long-term effects of pedagogical interventions (Menard, 2002). A teacher might follow a cohort of undergraduate singers across three years of study, assessing vocal range, stamina, and stylistic versatility at multiple points. The advantage is the ability to observe developmental patterns and causal relationships over time. However, such studies demand sustained commitment, consistent measurement tools, and the capacity to manage participant attrition, particularly in the transient world of performing arts education.
Cross-sectional designs capture data at a single point in time, allowing comparison across different groups. In a teaching context, this could involve surveying first-, second-, and third-year conservatoire students about their practice habits and perceived technical challenges. While more time-efficient than longitudinal studies, cross-sectional designs cannot account for change over time and risk conflating differences between groups with developmental progress (Cohan, Manion & Morrison, 2013).
Participatory designs actively involve participants in shaping the research process. In a studio, this might mean working with students to co-create a research project on MPA, allowing them to help design surveys, suggest interview questions, and interpret findings. Such approaches can democratise the research process and empower singers, particularly those from under-represented backgrounds (Gaunt and Westerlund, 2013). However, they may also lead to compromises in methodological rigour if participant preferences conflict with standard research protocols (Bergold & Thomas, 2012).
Selecting the right design depends on the balance between research aims, practical feasibility, and ethical considerations. Case studies and action research are particularly well suited to insider research because they accommodate the rich, contextual detail and iterative nature of vocal instruction. Longitudinal studies can provide valuable developmental insights, but their feasibility is often constrained by time and resource limitations. Cross-sectional studies offer efficiency but lack temporal depth. Participatory designs can be transformative but require careful negotiation of roles and expectations (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).
[bookmark: _Toc206086381]Research Methods for Data Collection and Analysis
The research methods selected must align with both the methodological stance and the research design (Crotty, 1998). These methods operationalise the study, turning theoretical intentions into practical steps for gathering and interpreting data. In the vocal teaching context, the choice of methods must consider the embodied nature of singing, learners’ subjective experiences, and the availability of objective performance measures. Crucially, these choices should remain practical within everyday teaching settings (Welch, Howard & Nix, 2019).
Semi-structured interviews are widely used in interpretivist research, enabling exploration of singers’ perceptions, motivations, and challenges. For example, a teacher-researcher examining the impact of visual imagery in teaching breath support might interview students to capture their subjective interpretations of those images. The semi-structured format allows flexibility to probe interesting themes while keeping focus on core research questions (Blaxter, Hughes & Tight, 2010).
Focus groups can be particularly effective when exploring shared experiences among singers, such as strategies for managing MPA. Group dynamics can spark insights not revealed in one-to-one interviews, though they also risk peer influence on responses (Krueger & Casey, 2014).
Participant observation lets the researcher capture behaviour and interaction in real time. In a studio, this could involve observing singers during ensemble rehearsals, noting how technical instructions are integrated into performance. While valuable for contextual understanding, observation demands careful ethical consideration, particularly regarding consent and the potential for altered behaviour when participants know they are being observed (DeWalt & DeWalt, 2011).
Reflective journals or practice logs are another rich source of qualitative data. Singers can record their practice routines, technical discoveries, and emotional states over time, offering insight into the learning process between lessons. However, such self-reported data may be affected by recall bias or the desire to please the teacher-researcher (Moon, 2006).
In positivist or mixed-methods research, structured questionnaires can quantify attitudes, habits, or self-assessed skills. For example, a Likert-scale survey might measure the perceived usefulness of different warm-up techniques among choral singers (Likert, 1932; DeVellis, 2017; Grady & Cook-Cunningham, 2020).
The selection of methods should be driven by the research question, balanced against practical and ethical constraints (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). If the aim is to understand how singers integrate technical feedback into live performance, qualitative observation and post-performance interviews might be most appropriate. If the goal is to evaluate the measurable effect of a breathing technique, pre- and post-intervention acoustic analysis and physiological measures would be more suitable.
In many cases, triangulation, using multiple methods, can enhance the validity of findings (Jick, 1979). A teacher-researcher evaluating a new approach to teaching belting technique might combine acoustic measurements of belt quality, surveys capturing singers’ confidence levels, and interview data exploring their subjective experiences (Herbst, 2023). This multi-method strategy can reveal both measurable outcomes and the meanings singers attach to them.
For qualitative data, thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) is frequently employed, allowing the researcher to identify, code, and interpret recurring themes. For instance, themes might emerge around “physical sensation”, “confidence in high range”, or “imagery as a learning tool”. For quantitative data, statistical analysis, ranging from descriptive statistics to inferential tests, can identify trends and relationships. In a study, paired-sample t-tests could determine whether improvements in acoustic measures are statistically significant following an intervention.
Mixed-methods designs require integration of analysis. This might mean comparing statistical improvements in vocal range with thematic patterns from interviews, looking for convergence or divergence in the data.
The suitability of a method is determined not only by its technical fit but also by its cultural and relational implications. Methods that feel intrusive, such as laryngeal imaging, may deter participation, while methods that integrate naturally into teaching (like reflective journals) may enhance engagement. Insider researchers must be particularly alert to the possibility of power imbalances affecting the honesty of responses, especially when the teacher is also the assessor (Anne et el.,2010; Anyon, 2013).

[bookmark: _Toc206086382]Ethical Considerations in Work-Based Research
Ethics are a fundamental concern in all research, but they carry heightened importance in work-based contexts where professional relationships already exist between researcher and participant. For a teacher-researcher, ethical considerations go beyond formal compliance with institutional requirements; they also involve maintaining trust, safeguarding well-being, and respecting the artistic integrity of participants. The University of Wales Trinity Saint David’s Research Ethics and Integrity Code of Practice offers a framework to ensure research is conducted with honesty, rigour, and respect for participants’ rights (University of Wales Trinity Saint David, 2022; Dwyer & Buckle, 2009).
One of the primary ethical challenges is informed consent. Singers must clearly understand what participation involves, including how lesson recordings, performance videos, or physiological measurements may be used. Consent should be ongoing, allowing participants to withdraw at any stage without penalty or impact on their studies (Gray, 2004). When the researcher is also the teacher, students may feel pressure to participate; this makes it essential to communicate that participation is voluntary and unrelated to assessment outcomes.
Confidentiality and anonymity are equally critical, particularly in close-knit music education communities where reputations and performance opportunities can be sensitive. Even with anonymisation, distinctive vocal qualities or specific repertoire choices may inadvertently reveal a singer’s identity. Strategies such as altering identifying details in transcripts or limiting public access to recordings can help mitigate this risk (Kaiser, 2009).
The physical and psychological well-being of participants must be protected (BERA, 2024). Research may involve fatiguing exercises, the use of medical imaging equipment, or discussion of emotionally charged topics such as MPA or injury (Kenny, 2011). Teachers must ensure participation does not cause undue strain and that appropriate support is available if sensitive issues arise.
Finally, data protection must comply with relevant legislation (e.g., GDPR), ensuring recordings, survey responses, and analytical data are securely stored and accessible only to authorised personnel. This is especially important when handling high-quality audio or video files, which are easily shareable yet potentially identifiable (European Union, 2016).
Ethical rigour not only protects participants but also strengthens the credibility and trustworthiness of the findings. For insider researchers, maintaining this rigour calls for heightened reflexivity and transparency, recognising that overlapping roles of teacher and researcher can blur boundaries and increase the risk of ethical missteps.

[bookmark: _Toc206086383]The Challenges and Dynamics of Insider Research
Insider research happens when the researcher is already part of the setting under study, sharing a professional role, organisational membership, or close working ties with participants (Costley, Elliott & Gibbs, 2012). For a teacher-researcher, this usually means studying their own students, colleagues, or ensemble members. While insider status can bring clear advantages, it also introduces methodological and ethical complexities that must be handled with particular care throughout.
A major benefit is enhanced access. As an established member of the teaching environment, the researcher will often find it far easier to recruit participants, schedule data collection around existing lessons, and secure permission to record or observe performances. In addition, contextual familiarity, knowing the institutional culture, pedagogical norms, and student expectations, can aid a more accurate interpretation of data and help identify subtle patterns in behaviour or vocal development (Dwyer & Buckle, 2009).
Yet insider research also brings challenges. Role duality can create tension between the responsibilities of a teacher and the impartiality expected of a researcher. Students may change their behaviour or feedback to please the teacher, while the teacher’s prior perceptions of students’ abilities can unintentionally shape data interpretation. This is particularly pertinent where progress is judged subjectively and the teacher’s input may directly influence performance (Mercer, 2007). 
Bias is another significant risk. Insider researchers must remain vigilant against confirmation bias, seeking evidence that supports pre-existing beliefs about particular teaching methods, and must actively look for disconfirming data. Confidentiality also becomes more complicated; in a small studio or performance department, even anonymised case studies may be recognisable to peers owing to distinctive repertoire choices, vocal timbres, or performance contexts (Kaiser, 2009).
Mitigation strategies include embedding reflexivity in the research process, regularly documenting personal assumptions and reactions to data, and incorporating peer debriefing with colleagues outside the immediate teaching context. Triangulation of data sources, such as combining lesson observations with independent performance assessments, can likewise help to counter potential bias effectively (Finlay, 2002).
Ultimately, successful insider research requires balancing the benefits of trust, access, and deep contextual understanding with a disciplined commitment to transparency, ethical sensitivity, and methodological rigour. Managed well, insider research can deliver uniquely rich and practice-relevant insights, contributing meaningfully to both pedagogy and scholarly knowledge.
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Research in complex work-based settings calls for an approach that balances philosophical coherence, methodological rigour, and practical adaptability. In vocal pedagogy, this balance must reflect the embodied, artistic, and relational nature of singing, where outcomes are shaped not only by technical skill but also by psychological, cultural, and environmental factors. This essay has critically evaluated methodological approaches, research designs, and research methods suited to such settings, with due attention to ethical considerations and the distinctive challenges of insider research.
The discussion began by underscoring the importance of epistemological and ontological clarity. Whether a teacher-researcher adopts a positivist, interpretivist, critical, or pragmatist stance will shape the research question, design, and data collection strategy. In practice, studies often benefit from methodological pluralism, with mixed-methods designs enabling the measurement of physiological change alongside exploration of singers’ subjective experiences. This philosophical awareness strengthens transparency and supports alignment between research decisions and intended outcomes.
In assessing methodological approaches, the strengths and limitations of qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods were considered against the specific demands of vocal research. Qualitative methods offer depth and contextual richness essential for understanding the lived experience of learning to sing, while quantitative methods provide measurable, replicable indicators of change. Mixed methods can bridge these perspectives, delivering the triangulated insight that is particularly valuable in work-based settings.
The review of research designs highlighted the suitability of case studies and action research for insider researchers, given their capacity to capture nuanced developmental processes and integrate iterative cycles of pedagogical refinement. Longitudinal designs were identified as especially powerful for tracking progress over time, though challenging to sustain in resource-limited contexts. Cross-sectional and participatory designs offer alternative routes to insight, each with distinct trade-offs in depth, breadth, and feasibility.
The exploration of specific research methods showed that data collection must be sensitive to the physical and emotional demands on singers, as well as to the practicalities of teaching schedules and performance commitments. Methods such as lesson observations, reflective journals, and acoustic analysis can be adapted to fit seamlessly within existing pedagogical practice, minimising disruption while maximising data relevance.
Ethical considerations were shown to be both procedural and relational. The overlapping roles of teacher and researcher intensify the need for informed consent, confidentiality, and safeguarding of participant well-being. Insider research, while rich in contextual understanding and trust, brings risks of bias, role conflict, and potential compromise of objectivity. Strategies such as reflexivity, peer debriefing, and methodological triangulation can mitigate these risks, helping to ensure that findings remain credible and ethically sound.
In summary, effective design and execution of research in vocal pedagogy requires careful integration of philosophical stance, methodological choice, and ethical vigilance. The insider teacher-researcher is well placed to generate findings that are academically robust and directly applicable to teaching practice. By embracing the strengths of different approaches while recognising and managing their limitations, such researchers can contribute meaningfully to the advancement of pedagogical knowledge and the professional practice of singing.
Looking ahead, there is scope for further innovation in methodological integration, particularly in combining advances in vocal science with qualitative insight into the artistic and personal dimensions of singing. The challenge and opportunity lie in navigating the inherent complexity of the dual role, ensuring that research enriches both scholarly understanding and the lived experience of the singers being taught.
[bookmark: _Toc206086385]A Brief Reflection                
As a teacher-researcher working regularly with students on a one-to-one basis, understanding their needs and evaluating the effectiveness of my interventions is paramount. My ontological position is constructivist and my epistemological stance interpretivist, so my current research approach is qualitative. Informed by this module I plan to embed a refined action-research cycle in my daily practice. 
Furthermore, I now realise that my research, and therefore professional development could be enhanced by more in-depth, exploratory approaches such as narrative enquiry, longitudinal studies and phenomenology where appropriate. Drawing on the strengths of insider research, while carefully managing the ethical and practical implications, these methods may be particularly well placed in support of for example, students hindered by MPA, using technology in voice training and improving stage presence and communication. Research in this area could be upscaled and made more generalisable through the use of mixed methods approaches to ensure robust, high-quality results. In turn, this would lead to achieving the greatest possible support and growth for all music students by ensuring best practice for myself and my peers and by contributing to the growing body of high-quality research in vocal pedagogy and beyond.
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