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Introduction

This essay will consider different research methodologies and their importance to various research approaches . It will consider their value and relevance using different examples. At the outset it will explore the idea of epistemology and ontology by outlining a range of different paradigms and their importance and relevance to exploring ideas in the world and how this connects to research ideas.  I will then go on to define research and researcher bias, and explore how to mitigate against it.  The aim of this essay is to display a critical awareness of key issues in undertaking work-based research and evaluate a range of research designs, research methods and methodological approaches used to gather data in complex work-based settings, while also giving due consideration to issues of insider research and ethics. As I will soon be embarking on a primary research project, this will expand and fortify my existing knowledge and prepare me for my upcoming and future research projects.  

What is research?

Research is an undertaking of any form of organized inquiry that seeks to elucidate a particular question or topic in a systematic way, in an attempt to gain further understanding (Ugwu, Ekere and Onoh, 2021). Within vocal pedagogy, this could be, for example,  introducing breathing techniques or exercises to reduce tongue tension to your singing students, a choir or a group of volunteer participants. 

What are research methods?

Research methodology can be thought of as plan, map or guide for one’s research and helps ensure accuracy, reliability and trustworthiness of the findings gathered (Taylor, 2024; Ahmed, 2024). Research methods are particular procedures, strategies, processes and/or techniques that one could utilize in the collection and analysis of data or evidence, enacted with a view to further understand the chosen topic or reveal new information (Scribbr, 2019) (University of Newcastle Library, 2023). 

Though linked, research methods and research methodology are separate. Research methods are the tools or techniques employed in the gathering of data, the specific procedures. Research methodology is the overall framework, design or strategy that will help inform which methods to utilise.
This essay seeks to understand what a practitioner researcher would need to know and have an understanding of if they were undertaking research in a work-based setting and, with work-based settings in mind, how might they design research that is fit for purpose. 

What are research paradigms and what are their significance to research?

The word ‘paradigm’ has its origins in Greek and Latin, meaning ‘pattern, model or precedent’ (etymonline.com, 2025). In his 1962 book ‘The Structure of Scientific Revolutions’, American historian and philosopher Thomas Kuhn first used the term paradigm to describe a philosophical way of thinking (Kivunja and Kuyini, 2017) or an over arching conceptual or logical structure which serves as a form of thought within a given domain of experience  (Kumatongo and Muzata,2021). 

Within educational research, a ‘paradigm’ is used to denote the ‘worldview’ of the researcher (Mackenzie & Knipe, 2006). The ‘worldview’ refers to the beliefs, thinking, perspectives and shared assumptions which the researchers interpretations are informed by or couched in (Kivunja and Kuyini, 2017). A paradigm is a lens through which a researcher sees the world  and through which they examine their findings (Lather, 1986). Paradigms help us understand where a researcher is coming from, defines their philosophical orientation and plays a vital role in all decisions made when undertaking research and during the research process (such as chosen methodology) (Kivunja and Kuyini, 2017). When looking at vocal pedagogy research (or research in any discipline), it can be useful to understand the paradigmatic framework from which the author writes. 

Different authors have different paradigmatic conceptions (Chafe, 2024). In their 1985 book ‘Naturalistic Enquiry’ Lincoln and Guba state that a paradigm is comprised of four elements, epistemology, ontology, methodology and axiology (Kivunja and Kuyini, 2017). I’ll briefly define and explore these terms below:
Epistemology

Scottish Philosopher James F. Ferrier coined the term in 1856 meaning ‘theory of knowledge’ from the Greek episteme meaning ‘knowledge or skill’  (Sol and Heng, 2022). 
There are two questions Epistemology seeks to answer; ‘what is knowledge?’ and how is it acquired?’ (Brown and Dueñas, 2020). In the context of research, epistemology is concerned with how we know something, and is an investigation of what is reality or truth (Kivunja and Kuyini, 2017).  
There are a broad range epistemological stances or positions including objectivism, positivism, interpretivism and post- positivism (McCann, 2017; Bresler, 2021) .  I will briefly outline each below.
Objectivism and Positivism are directly associated, and have their origins in realism. Objectivism and Positivism at their core the conception that there is an ‘objective’ reality that exists, and can be further understood by means of gathering increasingly accurate information. If something is ‘objective’, it is not hindered by an individual’s bias, it is demonstrably true and based on facts and evidence. This is diametrically opposed to ‘subjective’ which is couched in individual view point and personal opinion (Dictionary.com, 2021). Thusly, Objectivism produces predominantly quantitative research.  Within voice related research, an objectivist stance would suggest that, for example, ‘vocal fatigue’ or ‘tongue tension’ is real, has qualities that are definable and has specific and demonstratable causes (Ratner et al, 2008). This can be a useful view point in the studying of vocal phenomena and positing of good practice and remedies for vocal issues, but ignores human emotions and behaviours. With the voice being so intrinsically linked to our physical and emotional selves, although potentially useful for the identification of trends, without the human element, an entirely positivist view of vocal related research is ultimately shallow. 

In contrast, interpretivism is based on a critique of positivism (Myers, 2019). Interpretivism values subjectivity and postulates that individual and collective reality is constructed through language, shared and individual experiences, cultural norms, time and place and more. The interpretivist paradigm features three premises of symbolic interactionism: 
Humans act towards things based on the meaning that these things have to them, said meaning is acquired through our social interactions and these meanings are grasped and altered via our interpretations of the things and reactions we encounter (Flick, 2015).
Interpretivist research naturally leans more towards qualitative. This kind of research in a voice related field can deepen our understanding of the plethora of factors involved in the production (and hindrance of) the human voice. For example, noting that those native speakers of tonal languages have an increased likelihood of having perfect pitch (Munroe, 2004). Though the notion that perfect pitch prevalence is higher in native speakers of tonal languages could arguably have come out of a positivist declamation of correlation, it is more deeply understood via an interpretivist analysis (due to the foundational need to intuit and differentiate an increased number of subtle differences in tone, a greater propensity for perfect pitch is present withing native speakers of tonal languages). 

Post-positivism is also known as logical empiricism and champions methodological pluralism. Though centred within the idea there exists a reality that, through scientific methods, can be studied. Logical empiricism critiques the dogmatism of positivism, favouring a view probability over absolute certainty (Habib, 2020) and seeks to find a balance between the positivist and interpretivist approaches. Within the vocal sphere, this amalgamation is theoretically more likely to produce well rounded results, but it could be argued that to conduct meaningful research, a mix methods approach is far less restrictive. Post-positivism notes that all research methods are imperfect and seeks to bridge the gap between positivism and interpretivism through a blending of their methods. When employed within voice related settings, this can yield the most accurate and holistic data. 


Ontology 

"the metaphysical science or study of being and the essence of things," 1660s (Gideon Harvey), from Modern Latin ontologia  (etymonline.com, 2025). Ontology is concerned with the researchers systems of belief and the assumptions made by an individual so that they believe that something is real or makes sense (Kivunja and Kuyini, 2017).  
The fundamental ontologies are realism and idealism. Ontological idealism is the conception that human society as we know it is, at its core, based on ideas, our individual and collective construction of reality and what we believe and understand things are. Ontological realism suggests that reality is separate and independent of those observing it (Ylönen and Aven, 2023). 
Methodology

 Methodology is the overall plan or strategy utilised in order to acquire or deepen knowledge, which are distinct from methods, which are the actual techniques one uses to gather, interpret and examine data (Scotland, 2012). A methodology voices or formulates the reasoning or arguments of the procedures one would follow when undertaking research (Kivunja and Kuyini, 2017). These generally fall under the branches of qualitative, quantitative and mixed methods research, which will be explore further later in this paper. 

Axiology

Only recently added to the paradigmatic pantheon, Axiology is concerned with the contemplation of ethics (Brown and Dueñas, 2020). In relation to research, axiology involves the evaluation of what is right (or wrong), what is the ethical, what values and considerations does one hold and how should that inform ones research? How can this research be conducted in a respectful and morally and socially just way ( Kivunja and Kuyini, 2017).
This might be considered when selecting a paradigm that is values-based, such as the transformative paradigm, which draws from a broad spectrum of critical theories, for example Marxism and feminism, and has and agenda of social change seeking to highlight the struggles of and uplift typically othered or outcast groups or demographics (Scott, 2022). This could also be considered when selecting a research design that is values based, like action research (explored further later in this essay)

Definitions and discussion of the constructivist and the positivist paradigms

[bookmark: _Hlk196865861]The Positivist paradigm was popularized by Augustine Comte who interpreted it as a philosophy that relies on observation and reason for the purpose of understanding human behaviour or that sees human beings as phenomenon which can be studied scientifically. In other words, it reduces human beings into variables which can be studied scientifically. At the ontological level, positivists assume realism or single reality (Fard, 2012; Shah and Al-Bargi, 2013), which implies that reality is objective, quantifiable and measurable through processes independent (Ugwu, Ekere and Onoh, 2021). A positivist methodology seeks provide a framework for the selection of which specific methods to employ when undertaking research (Keong, 2023). 

Methodological Approaches

The essay will explore both quantitative and qualitative methodological approaches, and then the direction of the essay will focus on qualitative research methodology as that will be my area of focus in my upcoming research project.
Generally, quantitative studies are born out of positivist research paradigms, and qualitative studies are born out of interpretivist research paradigms (Ulz, 2023).  
‘Qualitative’ and ‘Quantitative’ in regards to research, are overarching terms for a wide range of theoretical backgrounds, approaches and methods, meaning both terms refer to a number of approaches, procedures and methods (Flick, 2015).
Qualitative research is an immensely diverse realm of inquiry, with researchers approaching it from such disparate worldviews like interpretivism, critical orientations and postpositivism, rendering it multiparadigmatic  (Leavy, 2020)
Qualitative research is rooted in the desire for deeper understanding of cultures, human behaviours and social phenomena, with an aim for conceptual development born out of naturalistic (as opposed to experimental) settings, with a view to better understanding of not just the actions, feelings and perceptions of individuals, but also the meanings ascribed to them (Agius, 2018). 

One of the strengths of qualitative research is it’s capacity to put forward holistic perspectives, profound insights and contextual depth  (Lim, 2024). One of the weaknesses of qualitative research is it can be one of the more expensive research methods, especially for large scale and longitudinal studies, often requiring great effort, large amounts of time and money for multiple stages of research (Lim, 2024).
In our current age of decision-making driven by data, a broad and all-encompassing understanding of quantitative research is vital (Lim, 2024). Quantitative data can provide and excellent starting point for more detailed subsequent research, and provides tangible things to point to which is vital in providing evidence for things such as research grants. 

Research Designs 
Research designs being considered include hermeneutics, grounded theory, and action research. From these overview three research designs will be critically evaluated in detail. Consider their general limitations and benefits and critically evaluate them in a vocal work-based contexts  


Hermeneutics 
Originally associated with analysis of religious texts, hermeneutics is essentially ‘interpretation’. Seeking to arrive at meaningful and valid analysis, hermeneutical interpretation emphasises the congeries of meanings in a text, and on what prescience the interpreter holds on the subject matter (Flick, 2015). Hermeneutics falls under the Interpretivist/ Constructivist paradigm (Knipe & Mackenzie, 2006). Born out of ancient exegesis (meaning interpretation) both its issues and the strategies employed to overcome them, have evolved over time, alongside the discipline itself (Mantzavinos, 2016). 
Phenonmenology is focused on human experience and how we extract meaning from the world. Unlike in phenomenology ( fathered by Edmund Husserl) where the preconceived notions and biases of the researcher are set to one side, the hermeneutical approach compels the researcher to constantly self-reflect and consider how their underlying assumptions and philosophical leanings inform their unique interpretations (Laverty, 2003)
Examples of hermeneutics within vocal pedagogy include a study on the significance of comprehension and perception of traditional Zulu hymns which states that the singing of traditional hymns is a fundamental tool of worship and should be done in the original language to avoid misrepresentation (Yendi, 2021) and another study that states that German lied and hermeneutics are fundamentally intertwined due to the concentrated poetic text that begs for analysis and often semiotic musical accompaniment that range from deceptively simple to demandingly complex (Ronyak, 2014).
 I find this particularly illuminating as this provided a new insight for me into possibilities of how to explore observed phenomena that I intend to utilise when undertaking my own research project later this year. 

Grounded theory

Put forward by sociologists Barney Glaser and Anselm Strauss in their 1967 book The Discovery of Grounded Theory, ‘Grounded theory’ posits the building of theory out of data. Defined as a strategic method of comparative analysis and set of procedures able to generate theories informed by data (Glaser & Strauss, 2017). 
Though originally defined as above, differing theories have been postulated as to how grounded theory should be viewed and thought of in relation to methods and/or methodologies. For the originator Glaser (1978) and others it is in essence a methodology, for  Glaser’s collaborator Juliet Corbin and others it is a method, and for Glaser’s subsequent collaborator Kathy Charmaz (for whom Anslem Strauss was her dissertation chair) it is a ‘constellation of methods’ (Tarozzi, 2020). These distinctions could be significant for potential researcher to inform how they undertake their own studies.  
Through generated or grounded theory, researched are able understand conceptual categories and their constituent parts which evolve from the empirical evidence of comparative studies (Glaser and Strauss, 1968). Grounded theory was employed by  Laura Juliette Williams for her dissertation that focused on people who experience auditory hallucinations  (commonly associated with schizophrenia). 

The dissertation was a review of the digital interventions, but the grounded theory allowed her explored deeply the relationship those that experienced auditory hallucinations have with the voices they hear, which would have been less accessible if studied through other means (Williams, 2024). 


Grounded theory was also employed by Densley et all for their paper ‘Harmonising Theory: Integrating Singing With Grounded Theory Methods’ which offers unique and novel insights into a range of possibilities for a number of seemingly disparate topics such as participatory workshops, coding and the presentation of research findings, that again, if explored through different means, would likely have produced less innovated results (Densley et al, 2025). 

Action research 

Action research or participatory action research is a commonly utilise research technique within education and health sciences that focuses on the bringing about of solutions to issues by involving those experiencing it and those close to them (Coulter, 2002). Within voice studies this has been utilised to great effect such as the development of  SCARLATI (The Strathclyde Consortium for Action Research in Learning Approaches and Teaching Techniques in Inventing)  which helped address concerns about improvisation and composition within Scottish secondary schools (Byrne and Sheridan, 2001). 

ethics and the subject of insider research

Ethical considerations are paramount when undertaking research of any kind. As researchers we must ensure that we are doing all we can to minimise potential harm to our participants, ourselves and our industries. Insider research is when a group with which you are intimately connected, often from with which you yourself (the researcher) identify, for example, using your own work colleagues as research participants (Bulk and Collins, 2023).  An example in the voice related field would be a singing teacher or choir master using their students or choir members as participants in their own research. This comes with a unique set of ethical dilemmas. 
As an insider, you could find yourself being less objective when speaking to colleagues, people you care about or people you know. (Berkovic et al, 2020). You could also run into the issue of participants wanting to please you or wanting you to do well, so curbing their answers to what they believe would be of benefit to you or what you’re wanting to hear. There is also the possibility of ‘things going unsaid’, the sort of finishing of other peoples thoughts from both the participants and the research, so due care and consideration must be given to these possibilities (Bulk and Collins, 2023). 

Conclusion

A full understanding of, and the ability to critically evaluate, a range of research methods, methodology and research designs is essential for undertaking effective research in complex work-based settings. The greater one’s conception and understanding of the potential methods and tools available, the better one can tailor your strategy in an attempt to yield better results. 
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