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My aim within this module is to acquire in-depth knowledge of, and the ability to critically evaluate, a range of methodological approaches, research designs, and research methods relevant to professional practice. As a vocal coach with nearly twenty years of experience, I have consistently assessed and re-evaluated projects, but I have not always formally recorded why decisions were made, how they were carried out and what the outcomes were.   To advance my pedagogical practice, my aim is to extend my knowledge of research methods so that I can identify which approaches are most effective, which require modification, and how these findings can be documented and disseminated  (Creswell, 2018).  Creswell (2018) also explains that research helps practitioners investigate questions in a planned and organised way, allowing them to make informed decisions about their own practice.

Over the past academic year, I have taught the Extended Diploma in Musical Theatre to Year 12 students. This presented both challenges and opportunities, as approximately two-thirds of the students initially identified dance as their primary career aspiration and reported limited interest and confidence in singing. However, by the end of the academic year, many had developed a strong enthusiasm for vocal performance and had chosen to audition for musical theatre courses rather than pursue dance alone. This transformation prompts important questions: What factors influenced this change? Which teaching methods proved effective? Why did students reconsider their aspirations? And what elements of my practice could be further improved? While only the students themselves can fully explain their own experiences, these questions highlight areas that could be explored further through research. This is just one example of how further research can offer valuable insights into effective practice. Before deciding how these questions could be explored, it is important to critically evaluate the different research approaches available to identify the most appropriate way of investigating the topic.

At this stage, the philosophical concepts of epistemology, ontology, and axiology are relatively unfamiliar to me. As part of this assignment, I intend to explore their meanings, significance, and implications for educational research.  Lincoln and Guba (1985) emphasise that these philosophies underpin all research design, shaping the questions that are asked, the methods employed, and the interpretations made. Beyond their definitions, I aim to consider how these philosophies inform the choice of paradigm, implementation, and evaluation of future studies, and how they can strengthen my capacity for critical reflection and analysis in both teaching and research practice. 
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Before deciding how to carry out research, it is important to understand the philosophical views that underpin it. Crotty (1998) explains that these beliefs influence the questions we ask, the methods we choose and, ultimately, how we interpret our findings.  Killam  (2013) explains that many researchers who are new to research often struggle to understand the philosophical ideas because there are so many different definitions and perspectives. To make these concepts easier to understand, he introduces research paradigms and explains how they relate to ontology, epistemology and axiology. He compares them to wearing different pairs of coloured glasses, suggesting that each researcher views the world in their own way. Although this is a simple way of explaining a complex topic, it helps new researchers understand that the way they think can influence every decision they make throughout the research process.
Crotty (1998) suggests that research is about much more than simply collecting data, as it is shaped by what researchers believe about reality, knowledge and values. Within practitioner research, including vocal pedagogy, these beliefs influence how teaching and learning are understood and interpreted, which in turn affects the way research is designed and carried out.  Scott (2022) also highlights the importance of practitioner research within voice studies, explaining that vocal pedagogues should engage with research to better understand, reflect on and continue developing their own teaching practice.
Guba and Lincoln (1994) explain that ontology is concerned with the nature of reality and what we believe to be true. In other words, it asks what reality is and whether there is one truth or many different truths. Crotty (1998) also suggests that our ontological beliefs provide the foundation for the whole research process because they influence the way we view the world before any research begins.  Guba and Lincoln (1994) explain that these different ways of thinking are often described as realism and relativism. Some people believe there is one reality that is true for everyone, while others believe that people experience reality in different ways based on their own experiences and understanding. Thinking about these different viewpoints helps researchers recognise how the way they see the world may influence the research they carry out.
Epistemology is about knowledge; how we gain it, what we accept as evidence and how we decide what we know to be true (Crotty, 1998). He also explains that our understanding of knowledge influences every stage of the research process, from the questions we ask to the methods we choose and how we interpret our findings. Guba and Lincoln (1994) also suggest that the way researchers understand knowledge depends on how they see the relationship between themselves and what they are trying to find out. These different ways of understanding knowledge are often described as objectivism and subjectivism. Some researchers believe that knowledge exists independently and can be discovered through observation and evidence, while others believe that knowledge is influenced by people's experiences and the meaning they give to those experiences (Guba and Lincoln, 1994). Thinking about these different viewpoints helps researchers decide what type of evidence is most appropriate for carrying out their research.
Crotty (1998) explains that axiology focuses on the role of values within research. Researchers should therefore recognise that their own experiences, personal views and professional judgement may influence the research they carry out (Berger, 2015).   Within vocal pedagogy, personal values may influence how researchers view artistic performance, expressive communication and effective teaching. For this reason, it is important that researchers acknowledge their own values and reflect on how these may influence both the research process and their findings (Berger, 2015).
Having explored these philosophical concepts, I feel that my own thinking aligns more closely with a relativist ontology because I recognise that people experience learning and performance in different ways (Guba and Lincoln, 1994). My understanding also reflects a subjectivist epistemology, as I believe that knowledge can be influenced by people's individual experiences and understanding (Crotty, 1998). From an axiological perspective, I also recognise that my own experiences and professional judgement as a vocal pedagogue may influence the way I approach research. For this reason, it is important that I remain aware of my own values and reflect on how these may influence the research process and my interpretation of the findings.
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The philosophical concepts discussed above naturally lead into the different research paradigms. Kuhn (1962) explains that research paradigms provide different ways of understanding reality, knowledge and the role of the researcher. These different perspectives influence the way research is approached, from the methodology and methods that are chosen to the way the findings are interpreted.  Critically evaluating these paradigms helps researchers decide which approach is best suited to their research question and the context in which the research will take place. However, Onwuegbuzie (2004) argues that researchers do not always have to follow a single research paradigm and that, in some situations, combining different approaches may provide a broader understanding of the research problem. However, this may not be the easiest approach for a novice researcher, as it can make the research process more complex.  
One of the earliest and most influential research paradigms is positivism. Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2018) explain that positivism is based on a realist ontology and an objectivist epistemology. In other words, positivists believe that there is one reality and that knowledge is gained by collecting evidence that can be observed and measured.  As a result, researchers collect measurable evidence and analyse it in a structured way to remain as objective as possible. An example within voice research can be seen in the study by Mezzedimi et al.  (2020), where changes in the singing voice were measured using acoustic measures including fundamental frequency, jitter and shimmer.  Within my own teaching practice, a positivist approach could be used to investigate whether specific vocal teaching strategies improve students' singing ability. By measuring changes in areas such as vocal technique, assessment outcomes or performance marks over time, it may be possible to gather objective evidence of their progress. Whilst this kind of positivist approach provides measurable data to demonstrate improvement, it does not fully explain how or why those changes have taken place (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018).  Although positivism provides valuable objective evidence, Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2018) highlight that positivist approaches can place less emphasis on the individual experiences and meanings that people attach to their learning. As a result, an alternative paradigm, interpretivism, may offer a different way of understanding research.
Interpretivism has a relativist ontology and a subjectivist epistemology, meaning that people may experience and understand the same situation in different ways (Guba and Lincoln, 1994). It focuses on understanding people's own experiences rather than looking for one answer that is the same for everyone.  An example of this within voice research can be seen in Sweet's (2018) study, which used interviews and focus groups to explore female singers' experiences of adolescent voice change, including how they viewed their vocal development, the influence of their teachers and their emotions.  Within my own teaching practice, this could involve exploring how students who begin the course as dancers describe their journey towards becoming more confident singers. This could provide a greater understanding of their learning experiences and why the same teaching approach may have a different impact on different students. However, a limitation of interpretivism is that findings are based on people's individual experiences and the researcher's understanding of them, which can make it more difficult to apply the findings to other people or situations (Lincoln and Guba, 1985).
As a vocal pedagogue, I believe there is value in measuring improvements in vocal development, but I also recognise that this is only one part of the learning process. Understanding how students experience their own journey, build confidence and develop as performers is equally important. For me, both measurable evidence and students' individual experiences are needed to gain a fuller understanding of effective teaching and learning. Although positivism and interpretivism are not the only research paradigms available, exploring these approaches has helped me consider what is most important within my own research.
Creswell (2018) explains that pragmatism does not restrict researchers to one philosophical position or way of carrying out research. Instead, researchers choose the methods that best answer the research question. Dewey (1939) viewed pragmatism as focusing on experience, inquiry and solving practical problems. Knowledge is developed through action and reflection rather than existing as something fixed (Dewey, 1939).  An example of this can be seen in Jansen van Vuuren's  (2018) study within music education, which used a pragmatic paradigm to explore whether the guitar was a suitable instrument for students training to become primary school teachers. The research used surveys, interviews and observations to gather different types of information. This allowed the researcher to look at the question in more than one way and gain a better understanding of the practical problem being explored.
From my own perspective as a vocal pedagogue, positivism enables me to measure improvement, whilst interpretivism helps me to understand it. However, neither paradigm alone fully answers the research questions I wish to explore. After considering both approaches, I believe that pragmatism most closely reflects my own approach to research because it offers the flexibility to draw on both where appropriate. Measuring students' progress is important, but so too is understanding their individual experiences and giving them the opportunity to share their own perspectives. I strongly believe that students' voices are an essential part of the research process, as they provide insights into their experiences that assessment data and quantitative measures alone cannot capture (Cook-Sather, 2006).
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Methodology is the overall approach used to carry out research. It should link to the researcher's chosen paradigm and help them decide the best way to answer their research question (Crotty, 1998).  Although pragmatism most closely reflects my overall approach to research, my interest in understanding students' individual experiences also reflects aspects of interpretivism (Guba and Lincoln, 1994). As my future research may focus on the experiences of students involved in Musical Theatre training, a qualitative approach may therefore be appropriate (Creswell, 2018).
Quantitative research is about collecting information that can be measured and shown through numbers. Creswell (2018) explains that this approach can be used to measure outcomes, compare results and identify patterns within the data.  In contrast, Denzin and Lincoln (2018) suggest that qualitative methodology is better suited to understanding people's experiences in more depth.   Although mixed methods combine both approaches, they can make the research more complex (Johnson and Onwuegbuzie, 2004).
Action Research was first introduced by Lewin (1946), who believed research should be used to improve practice.  Since then, authors such as McTaggart (1988) and McNiff and Whitehead (2009) have developed the idea further, explaining that Action Research allows practitioners to investigate their own practice with the aim of improving it.  It is usually carried out as a continuing process of planning, taking action, observing what happens and reflecting on the results before deciding what to do next (Kemmis and McTaggart, 1988).  An example within vocal pedagogy can be seen in Welch et al. (2005), who used Action Research to explore the use of real-time visual feedback technology within singing lessons. Singing teachers and their students were involved in the research, allowing the researchers to explore how the technology worked within a real teaching environment.
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Once a methodology has been chosen, it is important to think about how the research will be organised. A research design provides a clear plan for carrying out the research and helps keep it on track. Somekh (2006) explains that, in Action Research, this plan is not fixed and can be adapted as new ideas and understanding develop.
Action Research follows a continuing cycle of planning, taking action, observing and reflecting, allowing the research to develop as the process moves forward (Kemmis and McTaggart, 1988).  Reason and Bradbury (2008) explain that this ongoing process allows researchers to develop knowledge while improving their own practice. This allows researchers to respond to what they learn as the research develops, rather than feeling they must stick to the original plan (Stringer, 2014).
Action Research has many strengths, particularly because it allows practitioners to investigate and improve their own practice while working in a real setting (Kemmis and McTaggart, 2014). Also, Stringer (2014) argues that Action Research encourages practitioners to work collaboratively to solve real problems within their own professional setting. However, Coghlan and Brannick (2014) recognise that when practitioners are researching their own work, it can be difficult to remain completely objective and personal views may influence how the findings are interpreted. It can also be difficult to apply the findings to other settings because every workplace and situation is different (McNiff and Whitehead, 2009). Despite these limitations, Action Research remains a valuable methodology where the main aim is to improve professional practice (McNiff and Whitehead, 2009).
Although Action Research allows researchers to respond and make changes as the research develops, it still requires careful planning and regular reflection (Coghlan and Brannick, 2014). For this reason, having a clear research design is important because it provides a guide for the research whilst still allowing researchers to respond to situations as they arise and make changes where needed.
Another research design that could be considered is a case study. This involves looking closely at a particular group, setting or situation to gain a deeper understanding of what is happening (Creswell, 2018).  An example within singing education is Lamont et al.'s (2012) study of seven primary schools in England, which used observations and semi-structured interviews to explore singing within each school.  Within my own future research, a case study could allow me to focus on one group of Musical Theatre students and explore the experiences that influenced their development as singers. However, because a case study focuses on a particular group or setting, the findings may not always apply to other students or settings (Creswell, 2018).
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Merriam and Tisdell  (2016) explains that qualitative research methods are used when researchers want to understand people's experiences and hear their own views.  Patton (2015) also explains that these methods help researchers gain a deeper understanding of why things happen rather than simply showing that they have happened. 
Semi-structured interviews are widely used in qualitative research because they allow researchers to explore people's experiences while keeping the discussion focused (Berg, 2009). Edwards and Holland (2013) also suggest that this type of interview allows people to talk openly about their own experiences, while giving the researcher the opportunity to ask further questions where needed. An example within vocal pedagogy can be seen in Rautenbach's (2012) study, which used semi-structured interviews to explore undergraduate vocal pedagogy education and how it was organised and taught. Within my own future research, this approach could help me understand why students who initially wanted to become dancers later decided to pursue musical theatre, as it would allow me to explore the experiences and influences that contributed to those decisions. However, the information gathered may depend on how comfortable the person feels during the interview and how well further questions are asked (Edwards and Holland, 2013).
Focus groups are a useful way of finding out how people think and feel about a particular topic because participants can discuss their experiences together (Bell, 2005). Morgan (1997) suggests that listening to other people's views can often help participants remember experiences or think about things they may not have considered during an individual interview. An example within vocal pedagogy can be seen in Sear’s (2024) study, where a focus group of voice teaching professionals was used to gather their views on a proposed curriculum for training popular music singing teachers. Within my own future research, a focus group could help me understand why students who started a course wanting to become dancers later decided to pursue musical theatre, as discussing their experiences together may help them identify some of the influences that contributed to those decisions. However, Bell (2005) recognises that not everyone will feel comfortable sharing their opinions in front of others, while Morgan (1997) also points out that more confident participants may influence the discussion. Despite these limitations, focus groups can provide valuable information when researchers want to understand people's experiences and how their views have changed over time (Morgan, 1997).  
Observation is another useful qualitative research method because it allows researchers to see what is happening in a real setting instead of relying only on what people say (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2005). Angrosino (2007) explains that observation can help researchers understand how people behave and how those behaviours change over time. An example within singing education can be seen in Froehlich’s (1979) study, which used classroom observation to investigate the teaching of singing. For example, if a researcher wanted to understand why students who started a course wanting to become dancers later decided to pursue musical theatre, observation could show changes in their confidence, willingness to sing and involvement during lessons and performances. However, Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2005) point out that people may behave differently if they know they are being observed. Angrosino (2007) also recognises that observations are influenced by the researcher's own interpretation. This risk could be reduced by using clear observation criteria, keeping detailed notes and comparing observations with information gathered through other methods (Angrosino, 2007).  
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Researcher positionality is about the relationship between the researcher, the research and the people involved (Berger, 2015). Sometimes the researcher is already working in the environment they are researching, making them an insider researcher (Herr & Anderson, 2015). This can be an advantage because they already understand the people and the research environment (Coghlan and Brannick, 2014). However, it can also make it more difficult to stay impartial, as their own experiences, beliefs and opinions may influence the way they understand and interpret the findings (Berger, 2015). Braun (2013) explain that this is why reflexivity is so important. By regularly reflecting on their own thoughts, assumptions and decisions, practitioners can reduce the risk of unintentional bias and help ensure that the research remains fair and credible (Berger, 2015).
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Ethical considerations are an essential part of any research because they help protect everyone involved and ensure that research is carried out responsibly. Beauchamp and Childress (2001) explain that ethical research should respect participants, promote good, avoid harm and treat people fairly. These principles are also supported by the Singapore Statement on Research Integrity (2010) which highlights honesty, accountability, fairness and good stewardship throughout the research process. Within educational research, these principles should be applied by ensuring that participants fully understand the purpose of the research, give informed consent, are free to withdraw at any time and have their confidentiality protected (BERA, 2024). For example, if a practitioner were carrying out research with their own students, it would be important to recognise the existing teacher-student relationship and ensure that participation was entirely voluntary. This could be managed by making it clear that choosing not to take part would have no effect on their teaching or assessment and allowing students to withdraw at any time without having to give a reason (BERA, 2024).  By following these ethical principles, practitioners can help ensure that research is carried out fairly, respectfully and in the best interests of everyone involved (BERA, 2024).
Within my work setting, I may be working with students aged 16–18, some of whom will be minors. Therefore, safeguarding is also an important ethical consideration. BERA (2024) explains that researchers have a responsibility to protect the welfare of those taking part in the research.   When working with students aged 16–17, particular care would need to be taken around informed consent, safeguarding and whether additional consent from a parent or guardian is required (BERA, 2024).  Students aged 18 and over can provide informed consent, however it is still important to ensure that they feel comfortable taking part, understand that participation is entirely voluntary and know that they can withdraw from the research at any time without feeling under any pressure (BERA, 2024).  As they are also students, it is important to consider that they may feel under pressure to take part because of the relationship they already have with their teacher. They may also give answers that they think their teacher wants to hear. For this reason, students would need to understand that choosing whether to take part would have no effect on their teaching or assessment (BERA, 2024).
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This critical evaluation has greatly developed my understanding of the research process and how each stage links together. At the beginning of this module, concepts such as ontology, epistemology and axiology felt unfamiliar and difficult to understand. However, through critical reading and reflection, I now understand that the way we think about research influences every stage of the research process, from choosing a research paradigm through to selecting the most appropriate methodology, research design and research methods.
Through the literature I have reviewed, it seems to suggest that there is no single way to carry out research. It has also become clear that the most appropriate approach will always depend on what the research is trying to find out.  For my own future research, pragmatism currently reflects my thinking most closely, although a qualitative approach may be most appropriate when exploring students' individual experiences.
Although this module has greatly improved my understanding of research, I recognise that putting it into practice will bring new challenges. I know that choosing the most appropriate research approach, remaining reflective throughout the process and carrying out research ethically are all areas that will continue to develop with experience.
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