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When I began my university education, many performers including myself, were occupied with being diligent students with our technique, and less concerned about the performance we were giving to an audience. When I experienced this, it made me hope to research a way to give young singers performance tools they could build on as they advanced, using those skills in higher education if they chose to pursue it. Reflecting on this experience, an idea began to appear: what would it look like to take performance coaching techniques and apply them to the cognitive level of young singers? 

To build a project around this question, there are many options to craft a research study. The importance of good research design in any project ensures the study itself and the results are structured, credible, and meaningful. Utilizing a variety of research designs offers various tools and approaches to build the foundation steps needed to find the answer to the research question competently. For example, those in the field of singing for health may be inclined to use quantitative experiments, while those involved in performance coaching may be more suited to qualitative interviews. 

Research in the field of music, especially in music education, contributes significantly to developing teaching strategies, improving educational outcomes, and more complete understanding of the challenges facing young singers. (Welsh, 2003). My proposed study aims to fill a gap in existing literature, particularly on the method of adapting these advanced techniques to the cognitive level of a young singer and how to measure their success. This study will be conducted in order to create a simple framework that vocal teachers and coaches can use as a tool to support strong and confident young singers. This literature review will serve as an exploration on the tools I will need to craft my research study.

ONTOLOGY AND EPISTEMOLOGY

Ontology can be defined as: “The branch of metaphysics dealing with the nature of being.” (Oxford English Dictionary, 2024) Metaphysics can be defined as: “The branch of philosophy that deals with the first principles of things, including abstract concepts such as being, knowing, substance, cause, identity, time, and space” (Oxford English Dictionary, 2024). Ontology can be described in three properties. The first is categorizing entities together by group and the second is defining their properties by breaking down their parts. The third is to specify their relationships to each other by seeing what they have in common or what differences might be (Gruber, 1993). To illustrate this, one study by Grodeeva et al., posits that a singing sound is unique among a person’s vocal expressions because it always reflects the ideal part of their existence, revealing a deep connection to their mental and creative potential. To reveal these relationships, the researchers used Heidegger’s philosophical approach and Sintsov’s theory of the ‘inexpressible’ in art and culture, which examines the ontological foundations of artistic items (Grodeeva, et al. 2020). To study advanced performance techniques for children using an ontological lens, I would start by breaking down the categories, properties, and then relationships with a focus on three areas: physical techniques, psychological techniques, and performance skills. The key to my proposed research would be analyzing how these elements relate to a child’s learning level, perhaps using games to build stage presence, or discussing the emotions they identify in a song. The most important part of my project will be connecting these elements to how children can understand and interpret them and see the improvement in their skill and performance in a demonstrative or measurable way.

Epistemology is a branch of philosophy concerning the nature, broad scope, and validity of knowledge—epistemology searches to evidently distinguish reliable knowledge from belief or information from tainted sources (Greco, 2017). A study by Brian Hoffman (25) discusses the epistemology of limiting the music musicologists’ study to notations on paper. Hoffman posits that it is not possible to segregate notated music from culture. In this, Hoffman attempts to resolve the question, what defines having knowledge? And how deep does that knowledge go? Similarly, I pose some epistemological questions to myself as I work through the research process: What are the credentials and areas of expertise of the sources we are using? How reliable are those sources? Do they have a bias? What methodologies were used to develop the techniques in question? The last question will be the most significant in my chosen research project, as working with and studying children has many ethical implications, which will be discussed later in this paper.

Further questions I might consider on the topic of methodologies for using the work of others and for my own work would be: Are the techniques I have adapted developmentally suited for children? What safeguards are there in place to ensure the children’s physical and psychological well-being? How do we balance desirable outcomes and support the children’s joy and interest in singing? 

RESEARCH PARADIGMS

Research paradigms build on ontology and epistemology. A research paradigm is the lens through which we, as researchers, choose to view our research (Davies and Fisher, 2018) The research paradigm provides the model and viewpoint of said research. For my proposed research study, I am going to look at the functions of Positivism, Critical Theory, and Postmodernism, and discuss why these paradigms will or will not be a good lens to view my potential research through.

Positivism is a research paradigm that believes there is one right answer for every research question, and that answer can be attained through rigorous study, testing, and experimentation. (Park, Konge, and Artin, 2020). In a musicological sense, positivism sits uncomfortably in the music world. As it allows no room for subjective interpretation, and “Soul” (Treitler, 1989)(Davis, 1995). Similarly to Treitler, an article by Williams, suggests that the concepts of measuring, experimenting and predicting have been turned “rancid” by Hyper-positivism in the field of music education. (Williams, 2015). These views support that some are critical of the effectiveness and results of positivism as a research paradigm in music studies. In the context of my proposed research project, Positivism would not be a fitting paradigm. When dealing with the performance psychology of children, each child has their own unique experiences; thus, each child will react to the specific stimuli of the performance technique differently. This is what makes it imperative to have many techniques in mind to find one that fits the student’s unique situation. 

Critical Theory is a research paradigm in which we question societal inequality and uncover hidden biases. (4) studied adult non-singers using critical theory. The aim of the study was to uncover obstacles for people who perceived themselves as non-singers and combat those obstacles. Those who choose not to sing or cannot sing are an underrepresented area of research in the academic voice world simply because they are not present, looking critically at the question of: Why aren’t they singing? It is a great representation of this research paradigm by taking the underserved and under-researched and giving them time, attention, and a voice. The conclusion of the study was that further research was needed and that perhaps the Western culture could be the culprit of those deemed non-singers. This research paradigm, I believe, would be very useful to my proposed project. It would allow me to investigate different strategies for children with pitch problems and how to further coach performance confidence in them as they are frequently left behind in the world of singing (Knight, 1999). 

Postmodernism is another research paradigm that would be especially useful in my proposed project. Postmodernism deconstructs current and historical absolutes, opting for subjectivism and questioning what we currently think and know. (Williams, 2004) As stated by (5), cultural context is a large determining factor of what is deemed legitimate in the music realm. This makes postmodernism important in deconstructing those societal norms using cultural differences and personal narratives. In my proposed research project, I believe an individualistic approach would be the most useful, as previously stated, every young singer may come from a different background, and it would be expected that not every technique, or the same techniques, would be able to be applied with the same degree of effectiveness for every singer. 


QUANTITATIVE AND QUALITATIVE RESEARCH
When gathering data for a research project, quantitative and qualitative are two approaches this data can be filtered through. Quantitative research includes various methods focused on systematically investigating a subject through empirical data. It involves measures and operates on the assumption that the subject of the study can be measured or quantified (Watzlawik, 2007). The goal of quantitative research is to collect data using measurements and then analyze that data for patterns and relationships while also verifying the results gained through these measurements (Watson, 2015). Alternatively, Qualitative research focuses on exploring the essence of a subject, looking at its qualities, expressions, the contexts in which they occur, and the viewpoints from which they can be understood. Qualitative research is not measuring how often something happens or fitting it into a strict cause-and-effect relationship but rather about gaining a deeper understanding of its nature and meaning (Gerring, 2017). Qualitative research most often deals with numbers, while qualitative research generally deals with words and expressions (Busetto et al, 2020). Successful research can also be done by blending both methods Wolf et al. (1935) go so far as to state the world of singing has been “Handicapped” by the lack of quantitative research on vocal characteristics, however the world of vocal science has developed immeasurably since their research was published. Cesari et al. (2012) conducted a study involving 48 professional opera singers; the researchers used flexible and rigid endoscopy, along with spectrographic analysis and perceptual evaluation, to assess their voices. They found that traditional qualitative voice analysis methods weren’t as useful for their specific study goals. Instead, laryngoscopy and the singing power ratio (SPR) provided more valuable information. These tools allowed them to see how the singers' vocal structures changed during performance and provided data that matched both the singers' experience and the researchers’ assessments. The SPR was linked to the singers' vocal range and years of experience, making it a reliable indicator of vocal focus. The researchers concluded that SPR could be an effective, measurable equivalent to the subjective evaluation of vocal quality. Using measurable scientific data from an experiment is an excellent example of a quantitative approach.

The Heuristic method developed by Clark Moustakas, aims to find meaning and essence of significant human experiences. This method is inherently qualitative, focusing on feelings and experiences like initial engagement and illumination. 10 conducted a study using the heuristic method to dive into the experience of singing through six in-depth interviews conducted in Brazil. The findings of the study were organized into two main themes: the meaning of singing, and its impact on individuals. Singing emerged as a positive, powerful, healthy activity that helps people connect with themselves and others, boosts personal growth, fosters creativity, and is a strong expression of identity and communication.. For my proposed project, I imagine the research and results will be mostly qualitative. The evidence will be based on what I notice and hear and what the students report back as what they view as working and being successful. There could be some quantitative results, for example, performance method resulting in more exact pitch, which can be quantified, but my area of interest is more what the students feel is working for them. 

METHODOLOGIES

There is a wide range of research designs and methodologies; for the purpose of this paper, I will discuss case study, experiment, action research, and hermeneutics. 

A case study is a research method using a detailed investigation, diving deep into a complex issue of phenomena within its context. It aims to understand the phenomena it in its natural setting thoroughly, over a set period of time (Crowe et al. 2011)(NEW CITATION). A study by Sundberg et al. (2013) tested previous research that has shown singers tend to slightly raise the pitch of certain notes compared to standard tuning and whether this helps make music more expressive. A professional baritone sang some pieces in a flat, neutral style and others with full concert expression. When his recordings were analyzed, the more expressive versions had sharper notes at the peak of phrases. The researchers then adjusted these notes to standard tuning and played both versions to a panel of musicians, who mostly thought the original, sharper versions were more expressive. This suggests that singers use pitch variation to add emotional depth to their performances.


In contrast to case study, action research focuses on ways to improve methods of a job or activity. Widely seen as a group effort of several researchers coming together (12) (McNiff, 1988). However, in a research article, Somkeh views that it can give a false sense of objectivity and can be achieved successfully as a solo research venture (Somkeh, 1988) Although this research paper has the words “Case Study” in its title, it is an excellent example of action research. A workshop hosted by the University of London brought together 15 researchers from various fields across Europe, all focused on studying children's and adolescents' voices. The group included specialists like surgeons, voice scientists, psychologists, and educators. The main goal of the workshop was to review current research and determine where to focus future studies. Two important issues arose: the need for new tools and methods to assess young voices and the importance of collecting long-term data to better understand voice development. This group was especially interested in how puberty and voice changes challenge our usual ideas about what’s considered "normal" or "abnormal" in voice function (Welsh, 2003). In the context of my proposed study, action research could be useful as I could frame the research as developing a new coaching style that may be more effective than current strategies. Forming the results into a method, I would utilize action research to better the field of young singing education. 

An academic experiment, in the context of a research method, tests a hypothesis or question by changing one or more variables while keeping others the same. The goal is to see how these changes affect a particular outcome, helping to establish cause-and-effect relationships. Experiments are often done in controlled settings to ensure that the results are accurate and not influenced by outside factors. Using control groups and randomization helps make the findings more reliable (Spector 2014). In 2014, Pfordresher. and Mantell, conducted an experiment on people designated poor pitch singers. In this case, a poor pitch singer was determined by missing a given pitch by more than a semi-tone. The researchers proposed that although singing is an art form in which we mimic what others do, there are no outward kinaesthetic cues, unlike an observable skill an individual is attempting to learn, for example, riding a bicycle or catching a ball. In Experiment 1, they used full recordings of people copying themselves and others, including many features that might help with self-imitation. In Experiment 2, they removed the voice’s unique sound to see if people could still recognize and copy themselves without that hint. In Experiment 3, the researchers tested if the exact pitch of someone’s voice helps with self-imitation by shifting the pitch up and down to see how that affected the results. The results were generally successful in each instance allowing for more precise pitch matching overall. I had previously overlooked the idea of an experiment as a method for my project, however, If I had the appropriate tools and research project, I see this becoming extremely useful to measure things in a more quantitative way. However, for my imagined project of introducing advanced performance techniques to children, I do believe it would have to be at most a mixed qualitative and quantitative approach, based on any small data I could measure.

For my imagined research project, Hermeneutics appears to be an extremely relevant methodology; it is “The branch of knowledge that deals with interpretation, especially of the Bible or literary texts”. A thesis study by Kolar‐Borsky in 2013 uses hermeneutics to analyze further the reason behind singing “Situation songs” during children’s music therapy sessions. Initially, the researcher believed that situation songs were used primarily to foster two main aspects of the therapeutic process: appreciation and space and the development of the therapeutic relationship. However, findings from the literature and research highlighted additional uses of the situation songs that the researcher had not considered prior. In analyzing her session recordings, she discovered she sang a situation song in this context to ensure the playtime activity was stretched out and completed. It served another purpose than the two she had originally self-identified. This methodology would be very helpful in my proposed project, as I would like to determine what responses each child is having based on the technique being attempted, but also any impact to how the tool utilized makes them feel, and if they can articulate it, what about using that technique is making them feel the way they do. 


METHODS

Interviews as a research method allow for an in-depth understanding of the affects of the study on a participant. Providing qualitative data in their own words (Wilson, 2012). In a research paper Alamri discusses the advantages and disadvantages of using Interviews and diaries for qualitative studies. The overview of the discussion is as follows. Interviews also offer flexibility and clarity for the researcher, allowing them to adapt or rephrase questions to be better understood by the participant. The researcher can also build rapport with the participant, making them perhaps more at ease to share their experience than they would have through other data collection, for example, a survey. However, some possible drawbacks exist to using interviews as a research method. Interviews would not be practical in most cases where studies have dozens or tens of dozens of participants. The time allotted could be more than the researcher and or their team have available. The interviewer may have unintentional bias and ask leading questions. Getting quantitative data from an interview format can be complex, as people may express themselves using a variety of words that may be similar to other study participants, or they may use the same words as others and intend different meanings (Alamri, 2019). Grape et al. Conducted a study in 2002 looking at how singing might improve well-being during lessons. It involved eight amateur and eight professional singers who had been taking lessons for at least six months. Researchers recorded their heart rates, analyzed blood samples for relevant hormones before and after the lesson, and had participants rate their emotions on five scales. They also conducted a semi-structured interview to gather more insights. Combining the quantitative bloodwork and heart rates with the qualitative interviews, it gave the researchers a way to confirm that the results they were seeing via the data were also the emotional results of all involved. It gave additional context to the data. Through the interviews, the data revealed that the amateur singers were mostly there for enjoyment and expression, while the professional singers were mostly there to better their instrument. This would not be known by data alone, only through the interview context. 

Surveys can be an excellent choice for those who want specific answers to questions but don’t need the in-depth, long-form responses that an interview can offer. In a research article Vaske discusses the advantages and disadvantages of surveys, specifically ones distributed online. Some advantages of a survey are wide reach. A survey can be distributed locally or to a specific group online, or it might be open to anyone who can access it, making your data pool larger. The costs of surveys can be low as well, compared to interviews or experiments. Everyone gets the same questions so all answers are standard, so there can be no interference by the researcher once the question is read. A negative issue regarding surveys is that they may be limited in their depth, and participants may not be able to adequately explain their thoughts or experiences depending on the quality of survey questions and how answers are recorded, for example, using a rating scale versus free-form text space. Responses may not always be truthful, or response rates may also be low. Low response rates could be mitigated with scheduled interviews or monitored experiments (Vaske, 2011). In 2010, a study by Clift et al. surveyed a total of 1,124 choral singers from choirs in Australia, England, and Germany filled out the World Health Organization Quality of Life Brief Version questionnaire to assess their physical, psychological, social, and environmental well-being. They also received a 12-item scale on the effects of choral singing and provided written responses about how choral singing impacts their well-being and health. Overall, there was strong agreement on the positive benefits of singing, with women measurably more likely than men to highlight its value for health and well-being. Using this method provides broad results, however from these surveys further questions would need to be drawn and studied. Surveys, in my context, would perhaps be a good starting place, however only as a preliminary step on the way to further research. 

Observation as a research method is a strong consideration for my imagined research project. There are many advantages to using the observation method. Observation provides insights in a more natural setting, less constructed than an experiment, survey, or focus group. The idea of researcher bias is less, as participants are not asked questions, so the participant’s activity is less influenced by the researcher. There can also be a wealth of data derived from notes and recordings revealing patterns and behaviours in real-time. However, researcher bias remains through the use of the observation method. It would be impossible to eliminate the previous experiences or expectations of the observer; therefore, the data may not be as accurate as other measures. Another large concern of observation as a method is ethics. A question of to what degree the participant is aware that they are being observed arises. And if the participant knows how they are being observed, perhaps that will taint the authentic results of what is observed in the research study. In 2012, Pawley and Müllensiefen studied what makes audiences in Western music venues sing along to pop songs. Researchers spent thirty nights observing five different venues in northern England. They recorded how many people sang along during 1,054 different song events and analyzed the music from 332 of those events. They considered nine different context factors and 32 musical features to understand what influences sing-along behaviour. Although this is an excellent example of an observation study, the ethical impasse remains that these people, although in a public place, did not consent to being part of a research study.

In the context of using advanced performance techniques on young singers, I believe all three methods may be useful in this project. First, a survey could be used to get feedback on what they view makes a strong, confident or effective performer. Then, I could record and observe a lesson taught by me with the techniques chosen to implement. Finally, I could end with a semi-structured exit interview on if they feel as though they are exhibiting the traits of the confident singers they were asked about in the survey. These are only a few proposed ways I could use these techniques in my upcoming research, and the likelihood is I would not use them all. However, further exploration is required for me to determine what the most effective method would be. 


ETHICS 

When undertaking a research project, ethics are of the utmost importance. Following the Belmont principles (Sims, 2010), are key ethical guidelines for research involving people. The first principle is Respect for persons, meaning researchers must treat people as autonomous, and that they can make informed decisions about participating in a study, and provide extra protection for those who can't make decisions for themselves. Then there is beneficence, researchers should maximize benefits and minimize risks, ensuring the study is designed to help participants as much as possible without causing harm. Finally, Justice. This principle demands fair distribution of the benefits and burdens of research, making sure no group is unfairly excluded or overextended. These principles ensure that research is conducted ethically and responsibly (Emmanuel, 2023). In my specific instance, extra care must be taken into consideration as my proposed research project studies children and young singers. Bell offers that with children, it is not only human rights that need to be taken into consideration when being research participants, but the UN Convention of the Rights of a Child (Bell 2008). Children have special considerations such as: Relax and play (Article 31), Freedom of expression (Article 13), Be safe from violence (Article 19). These articles also must be treated with the utmost respect when allowing children to be present and participate in research (Bell, 2008). For my project, I will have to consider the power dynamic of student and teacher, not only of the idea they may fear not giving me the answer I am seeking but the willingness to please and alter their answers to ones they believe to be correct. Alternatively, they may feel pressure to offer observations of any changes that may have no connection to the method employed simply because they are part of a study. I will have to complete further research on specific actions to foster an open and welcoming research environment to support all participants. 


INSIDER RESEARCH 

Insider researcher roles can be useful as they may offer advocacy to under-researched groups. As (21) study shows, a CCM singer had to do their own study on CCM singers, as the data available to those who specialize in CCM was someone who was an insider in the field. According to (21), when CCM singers are included, it's usually by researchers who aren't readily familiar with the CCM world. These studies often focus on lab tests with small groups or on symptoms of singers who go to voice clinics for help. This outside perspective often misses the real-life performance settings and challenges that professional contemporary gig singers face. The research offered feedback from 102 Professional contemporary gig singers in Australia, as well as the author’s own experience, providing an “insider” view of the everyday realities of this under-researched group of professional singers. As an insider researcher, you know the questions that likely need to be asked in your field and have a greater knowledge of the subject of the voice. However, insider research can have drawbacks. (22) argues that insider research can be “too subjective” and biased. The topics that they are studying have become so normalized or familiar to them that they fail to recognize patterns. Some considerations I may need to include for my project could be following an exact description of what I am analyzing to indicate that yes, it is present, or no, it is not present, and to what degree. With qualitative research, this becomes difficult, as much of what is collected is based on participant feedback, however, the participant feedback will also offer another layer of objectivity, as a structured interview will limit my bias in interpreting the data by considering the participant's feedback. 


CONCLUSION

Through this literature review, there are several methods, methodologies, and research paradigms that I would consider to be helpful in my proposed research project. A qualitative approach seems to be the most effective way to collect the data for this project. I may not be measuring things like pitch or using a laryngoscope and using a qualitative approach where the words and feelings of a participant matter more than the degree of spinal alignment, for example. 

Taking the research paradigm of Critical Theory, I may focus on labels of children that “can” and “cannot” sing and consider different musical backgrounds, including culture, access to music education, access to performances both as an audience member and a performer. I would also employ the techniques to empower those that have perhaps started at a disadvantage, perceived or actual. I would also address and redesign the accessibility of the performance techniques so they can be explained at the appropriate cognitive level for each child. 

Insights gained from this research may offer a framework to help build confident young performers, ideally having options for adaptations to each unique singer. I would like to conduct further research before commencing this research project on topics like pitch accuracy and if it is improved after these techniques are implemented, as well as other yet unidentified variables that can be measured. 

Future research could include the intersection of music education and psychology, not just on how to conquer Music Performance Anxiety, but how to prevent or reduce it from its beginning and grow through a place of confidence and strength. Studies like Pfordresher and Mantell’s 2014 Pitch study could perhaps be combined with a qualitative interview process to determine how greater accuracy of pitch make the singers feel from a performance standpoint. As (404) said, mixed approaches of qualitative and quantitative studies are needed to represent the singing experience most accurately. I hope to soon add to the wealth of research and knowledge that exists to support and help grow the voices of developing confident young singers. 
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