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Critically evaluate the use of Lip trills and Straw phonation as part of a holistic approach to teaching singing.

Introduction
This essay aims to focus on holistic singing practices' benefits and look at more nontraditional exercises that are aimed at helping the singer not just physically but psychologically as well. The motivation for the study is that although my original training was in classical singing, I went on to become a jazz performer and I am now also a vocal coach and work closely with Age UK leading singing for health classes as well as one-to-one lessons for all ages. Although I have moved away from classical singing, in many ways my singing techniques, and consequently my teaching, tend to still lean towards a more ‘traditional’ style (as my training background stems from a Western classical approach.) My first singing teacher’s belief that she projected onto me was with classical training, you can sing anything. Given this, I often use classical techniques when teaching such as adhering to plumbline posture. However, through my personal experience of singing and vocal coaching, I have come to discover that these practices are not always beneficial for everyone and can become quite limiting for those without a natural talent for singing or possess a root knowledge of music. One of my main goals has been to help people develop their confidence and gain a newfound enjoyment for singing. I also try to help them minimise the effect of stress that is developed by focusing too heavily on performance elements. (Lamont, 2012) concluded from their study that though the performers found enjoyment when performing they often felt an equal number of negative emotions due to the stress of having to perform. If you look at a study such as (Clements-Cortés, 2015) She notes the improvements singing in a therapeutic setting can have on participants. This shifting of focus and directing it to personal growth that singing can help create for individuals, along with highlighting health benefits singing can provide, is what I wish to develop further in my teaching strategies. Throughout my training, I have been encouraged to isolate individual parts of the anatomy and focus on how each function or dysfunctions. Primarily concentrating on the mechanical side of the voice like a mechanic fixing a car, whilst this can be useful a tack to take, it has been widely observed that this style of teaching can be somewhat intimidating and overwhelming for many pupils, particularly those with little to no previous experience of vocal lessons.  I aim to expand my understanding of more holistic methods and to gain in-depth knowledge on user-friendly exercises that consider not just the physical anatomy but other factors such as emotional elements. I will keep using my root understanding of the workings of the singer's anatomy but expand my knowledge base and move towards a gentler and more student-empowering form of teaching. I believe it would be more beneficial to look at the voice from a holistic point of view and discover exercises that have a beneficial impact on the whole body. 

What is holistic and how does it relate to singing?
Examining the history of holistic practice I investigated relevant sources to gain a better understanding of its origins. According to (www.castlecraig.co.uk, 2018), holistic medicine has been around for over ‘5000 years’, suggesting it is a couple of thousand years older than Western Medicine, stated to be around 3000 years old (Juillion, 2020). Holistic medicine and Western medicine aim for the same goal of healing but approach it from different angles. (Sun et al., 2013) observed that Western Medicine views the human body as a “machine” and disregards the presence of a person's “vital energy” and the connection that they have. To help gain a clearer understanding of what holistic is, it may be constructive to investigate  what it means. (The Cambridge Dictionary 2024) defines holistic as “relating to the whole of something” and mentions that in medicine this refers to the body in its entirety instead of each part. When relating this to singing it may be useful to think of the body as (Baltz 2017) suggests an “instrument,” instead of focusing on individual parts such as vocal cords or the diaphragm, etc. It may be useful instead to strive to gain a better understanding of how body parts work together to create sound. This premise is supported by (Leborgne and Rosenberg, 2021) who discussed the importance of understanding muscles and their function in relation to each other and often refers to the voice as the singer's instrument. (Smith and Chipman, 2007) also refers to the body as the singer's instrument, however, they are not referring to the body in its entirety, instead they suggest that “our whole instrument is everything from “the pelvis to just above the eyes." They then go on to discuss how some view the voice as a “mechanical instrument” that they can simply play by activating the correct parts. This may seem to conflict with (Baltz’ 2017) description of the body being an instrument however (Smith and Chipman, 2007) expands on his findings to express how it is important to focus on the throat but also understand that we sing with the whole self. These sources emphasise that to understand our voices better, it is integral to examine not just physical parts exclusively, but how each part works together. That is not to say that knowing vocal anatomy is not important, as (Benninger and Murry, 2008) convey, having a working understanding of vocal anatomy is vital to understanding the fundamentals of “vocal health, hygiene and preservation of our gift of voice”. 
The idea that our whole body is an instrument resonates with me. My research suggests that viewing singers from a holistic viewpoint could help to improve our understanding.  This refers to their emotional and psychological as well as the physical. Throughout this study, my main aim is to find holistic exercises that can assist singers in tuning their whole instrument. 

SOVT Exercises
Whilst researching holistic practices I investigated exercises that have a holistic element. (Chapman and Morris 2023) discusses the use of Semi-Occluded Vocal Tract (SOVT) exercises as holistic exercises. SOVT exercises are as described by (Voice Science Works, 2023) which essentially indicates the vocal tract is partially closed at some point. (Speech Pathology Services in Guelph – Speak Confidence, 2023) describes how SOVT exercises “create beneficial back pressure on the vocal folds by narrowing the vocal tract.” helping the vocal folds vibrate more effectively without overuse. Creating further benefits for the singer. (Speech Pathology Services in Guelph – Speak Confidence, 2023) states that SOVT exercises ease the collision force of the vocal folds, reducing phonation threshold pressure, helping develop better vocal fold closure, improving resonance sound, advancing vocal stamina, assisting in avoiding vocal exhaustion. A multitude of exercises that create the desired effect of SOVT are listed by (Joe 2020). “Lip trills, Tongue trills, Humming, Voiced fricatives, Straw phonation in water device, Vocalising with puffy cheeks, Sirens on nasal consonants 'n' or 'm', Paper cup phonation.”
In this study, I focused on lip trills and straw phonation which appear to have the most impact for singers as observed by (Robieux et al., 2014) who rate’s the SOVT exercises in the usefulness for vocal rehabilitation and suggests that straw phonation creates the most beneficial back pressure. This is also observed by (Maxfield, et al 2015) who studied the “intraoral pressures” generated by thirteen semi-occluded vocal exercises. In this study (Maxfield, et al 2015) observed how exercises such as “/m/, /n/, and /u/” generate very minimal “intraoral/supraglottal pressures.” Opposed to lip trills and straw phonation which can create significantly more back pressure.

Lip Trills 
The first SOVT exercise this study will explore is lip trills which are an exercise I have previous experience with and are relatively simple to produce with no need for tools such as straws,  just the singer. (Titze, 1996) explains how lip trills encourage the singer to level out airflow between vocal folds and lips as they increase and decrease their pitch. (Titze, 1996) suggests that to perform the exercise correctly there must be an equal amount of air pressure through the lips and vocal cords and the amount of air pressure through the lips and vocal folds combined must equal the amount of lung pressure used. Therefore, the singer is engaging the lips, vocal folds and respiratory system all at the same time. Lip trills are an exercise that can be used as a warm-up, described as having holistic uses, not just for regulating airflow  but also expanding vocal range, relieving lip and facial tension, and rehabilitating the disordered or injured voice. (Manning, 2024) (Marie, 2022) (Pérez, 2023) (Block 2014). (Monika 2020) goes into a little more detail and discusses the anatomical benefits, explaining how there is “a relaxing of the interaction between the vocal folds, a decrease of phonation work, relaxation of the excessive muscle tension, equalising of the subglottal and supraglottal pressures, enhancement of the flow of fluid in the tissue of the vocal folds, better vocal resistance, and a decrease of the risk of vocal strain.” It is clear from these observations that lip trills do not only improve one part of the anatomy but can benefit the singer's entire body, leaning towards the more holistic side.

Straw Phonation
Although lip trills are an incredibly useful exercise, the highest increase in intraoral pressure has been measured when using straw phonation. Straw phonation is an exercise that I have heard of via social media channels and become more interested in the different ways you can use straw phonation and the benefits it can have such as breath control, relaxing vocal folds, assistance with resonance, vocal health and rehabilitation. (Singing / Straw, 2024) Straw Phonation assists with vocal health and rehabilitation by creating air pressure that flows from the semi-occlusion down to the vocal folds and amidst them, creating a pillow that helps vocal folds avoid smashing into each other forcefully. (skdev, 2023) suggesting that straw phonation is a valuable tool for assisting singers with vocal health and rehabilitation without causing unnecessary strain on vocal folds. 
There is however, much debate regarding which straws are best as there are many different types of material and diameter such as a normal drinking straw, a Resonance tube, or lax vox.  (Tyrmi et al’s 2017) study included 6 participants - 3 men and 3 women, testing the difference between a Resonance tube and a lax vox. From this study  (Tyrmi et al’s 2017)  discovered little difference in the outcome of benefits gained from the straws, it came down more to personal preference as the group was divided on which were best. 
There is not just the material to consider but the size too. Many have stated that the length of the straw has little to no influence on the resonance created by the straw. The diameter however has a great impact on the airflow the wider the diameter the less resistance is created the smaller the diameter the greater the resistance.  (S.L. Hunter Speechworks, 2022) Just as with lip trills it can be reasoned that straw phonation doesn’t just assist one part of the anatomy but has a positive effect on multiple aspects such as the respiratory system and the vocal folds. Therefore, having a holistic element can be beneficial for many singers. 


The Psychological and emotional benefits?
It is clear to see that these exercises have multiple anatomic benefits, but what of the psychological and emotional benefits? Well, one thing to consider is especially for non-singers there may be a fear of being judged or referred to as “tone deaf” (Knight 2020) by their teacher or peers. With the use of lip trills and straw phonation, the expectation to perform is removed and instead, they are creating a quieter, more personal sound. Everyone sounds very similar to each other whilst executing both lip trills and straw phonation, so it is an equaliser for many as there is little pressure regarding being overheard. The objective of these exercises is not to sing out loud but to be more insular focusing on the back pressure created and creating regimented sounds such as sliding up and down scales as (Ragan, 2020) notes. 
They can also be considered quite silly which can cause the participants to find them humorous (Szabo, 2003) studied the acute effects of humour and exercise on participants and noted that humour could create psychological benefits greater than exercise, particularly with regards to reducing anxiety. Humour or laughter is known to be beneficial in social situations as a way of creating bonds as it triggers the central endorphin system. The use of humour in a social setting creates a perception of belonging to the group as (Dunbar, 2022) describes. There are also the beneficial effects of the controlled breathing that is required to create SOVT exercises as (the Department of Health & Human Services, 2015) describes how scientific studies have revealed that regulating your breath can aid in alleviating anxiety and stress-associated conditions. SOVT exercises specifically lip trills and straw phonation assist with regulating airflow which as (the Department of Health & Human Services, 2015) suggested can regulate anxious emotions. Many people use their breathing to help promote relaxation and reduce stress. This in turn can help them to feel more at ease and more inclined to push themselves a bit further opposed to if they were just asked to sing out. In this research, I have begun to highlight the benefits of SOVT exercise, not just the physical benefits but the psychological and emotional too, helping to gain a clearer understanding of how they can be used as holistic exercises. 

Strategy 
To implement a more holistic approach to my teaching practice, I aim to broaden my knowledge of holistic practices and exercises and implement them into my lessons. The first exercises I plan to include are the use of lip trills and straw phonation as they are user friendly as they are not too complex and have a high impact. Therefore, could prove helpful especially for nervous pupils as they do not require the participants to sing out loud. it would be beneficial to gain a clear understanding of how to create the exercises. (Start Singing Today, 2022) gives a clear description of how to create lips trills which is
•	“Wet/lick your lips.
•	Close your lips together.
•	Relax your lips and cheeks (but keep them closed).
•	Purse your lips (almost like fish lips).
•	Start making a sound. Think of a 'brrrr' sound.
•	Keep the sound/trill going for as long as you can.
•	Play around with the pitch of your sound (up and down)”
. (Monika, 2020) Uses the imagery of making the sound of a horse and calls it a “snort blow.” I intend to use this as warm-up for pupils to ease them into singing gently. With regards to straw phonation, I plan to use them as a warm-up going up and down scales but also as an exercise to assist singers to become more familiar with the melody of the songs and take focus away from the anxiety of performing and remembering lyrics. How to do straw phonation is described by (www.strawsforvoice.com, 2024) 
“1) Grab a normal-sized drinking straw. ...
2) Grab a glass of water.
3) Put the straw in the water AN INCH or less. ...
4) Blow bubbles into the water and hum, or "turn on" your sound. ...
5) When you are comfortable making one sound, change the pitch of your voice - move your voice up and down to sound like a slide whistle.” 
When using a drinking straw there are still choices such as what material to use plastic, paper, wood, or metal. When deciding what material to use it is of course important to consider not only the effectiveness of the straw but also the environmental impact of the material, (Voice Science Works 2023).  Especially if you are using disposable plastic straws, particularly in a class with large groups.

Conclusion
In conclusion, coming from a more Western classical approach to singing teaching I appreciate the value of having a working knowledge of the vocal anatomy, however, through this study, I have been able to expand my understanding of the singer not as separate parts but how the whole body plays a part in the production of the singing voice including the psychological and emotional, and how holistic practices and exercises such as SOVT exercises (in particular lip trills and straw phonation) can have all-around benefits for the singer. This study has been a helpful introduction to the premise of holistic practices and exercises and built a good foundation of knowledge to expand on with further research.


Critical Evaluation 
When embarking on this research journey, my focus was to move away from the traditional methods I had previously been applying to my practice and expand my knowledge of different forms of pedagogy and their benefits, exploring teaching from a more therapeutic perspective as I would like to be able to help my pupils not just physically but psychologically and emotionally too.  The first hurdle I came upon was where to start, there is so much enriching research out there that it is not always clear which root to take and then be able to narrow that down for this essay.  I originally wanted to focus on discovering new exercises and their advantages for singers, however, just exploring exercises alone created a disjointed viewpoint. Therefore, I found it more valuable to take a step back and look at different forms of pedagogy which led me to discover holistic practice. The use of holistic treatments has been something that I have been aware of in the past, through different channels, (as I have a working understanding of reflexology and its holistic benefits.)  Throughout my practice, I have also discovered that though a pupil is having physiological problems, such as muscle tension or difficulty with breath control, the underlying cause is very rarely just physical, there is almost always a psychological component in play. Whether that is performance anxiety or personal stress etc. I felt it was integral to examine the singer in their entirety and not just the issue they are presenting, which as I define in this essay is the definition of holistic. Now that I have a starting point, and began driving into the mounds of information out there that relate to holistic practice, I have quickly realised I may have been casting my net too wide for this essay. Though all the information I have discovered may be invaluable (I do plan to look at it further in the future). I feel it would be beneficial to my teaching ability going forward to narrow my  investigations to one or two premises at a time in detail. I have found that as I start to focus on one source, that would invariably lead me down a rabbit hole to something entirely different. My initial choice of exercises was the SOVT exercise as they are relatively new. Due to the way they are executed (without the need of the pupil to sing out loud) are a great exercise for a nervous novice to start with. Whilst looking into SOVT exercises I came across a source referring to posture and then shifted my focus to how the way we view posture has changed. However, when I came to put this in my essay, it all again became disjointed, straying away from my original focus points. Although there are many holistic viewpoints regarding posture, I was becoming too bogged down with the mechanics of it all and losing my focal point. Therefore, I put posture to the side and dove back into SOVT exercises. The main issue I found with SOVT exercises, particularly straw phonation is they are a relatively new concept so though there is a general understanding that they are useful maybe even invaluable for the singer to practise, there is little understanding of the differences between ones such as lip trills and straw phonation Therefore this is something I would like to investigate further. That is why I chose these two exercises to focus on, lip trills and straw phonation. I chose these as they are often exercises that when I have tried with pupils, they seemed to enjoy them and gain great benefits. I chose these because firstly because Lip trills may be an old staple for many singers, however, they are an exercise that I have often glossed over in the past since I am unable to perform them myself because I have partial paralysis on the right side of my face due to Bell’s Palsy. This makes it near impossible for me to recreate lip trills, I do however still teach them, I explain and use video demonstrations of what I want them to create and then lead them with tongue drills. Though I can’t do them myself I know that many find them extremely useful and undertaking this study has helped me revisit them in more depth than I have before. Straw phonation is an exercise I can recreate fairly easily and one that seems to have great benefits for the pupils. Throughout this research, I found that my biggest drawback was getting caught up in the mechanics of the exercises as opposed to how they can help the singer with more than just the physical. I then took a step back and looked at a different root aiming to think about the psychological benefits these exercises may have. If I was to undertake this essay again I would aim to avoid being distracted by creating a more structured study plan, and placing research that does not have a direct link to what I am trying to convey in a file ready to revisit on a later date. One step I have taken to implement this in the future, the use of a physical study planner, I did consider the use of an App however, I find that my time management, and organisation, benefits much better when I have things physically written down. Using the planner, I would block off specific times slots with the sole focus of a specific topic to help me stay on task opposed to allowing myself to wander through different subjects. Overall I am pleased with this essay as a sounding board for my research and have learnt a great deal about my own teaching and learning methods and where I can improve.
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