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PART 1 –   Portfolio (Word count - 4537)  

Introduction: Rationale for the Study

As Head of 1 to 1 Singing at a drama school, my role involves overseeing the pedagogical 

practices of vocal coaches, ensuring they align with contemporary best practices in singing 

pedagogy. One persistent issue I have encountered is the gap between teachers’ self-perception of 

using a “holistic” approach to singing pedagogy and the reality of their practice. 

Holistic vocal pedagogy, as discussed by authors like Sataloff (2017) and McPherson and Renwick 

(2019), emphasises the integration of physiological, psychological, and emotional factors in voice 

training. This approach contrasts with reductionist practices, which often isolate individual elements 

of vocal technique and focus primarily on technical exercises (Davidson, 2006). In practice, 

however, many teachers in drama schools rely on a small set of exercises or methods, repeating 

them with little adjustment to meet individual student needs. This approach risks overlooking the 

psychological and emotional dimensions of singing, areas which are increasingly recognised as 

integral to effective vocal training (Lehman et al., 2020).

This issue is not confined to my workplace but reflects broader pedagogical trends in drama 

schools and music education (Brunetti, 2019). For instance, teachers who claim a holistic approach 

may still focus disproportionately on the development of specific vocal techniques, neglecting to 

address the emotional, psychological, or performance-related aspects of voice work (Lee, 2018).

This mismatch between teachers’ stated intent and actual practice has important implications for 

student development. In line with the findings of research by Macdonald and Wilson (2018), while 

reductionist techniques are essential for building technical skill, they can limit a singer’s expressive 

capabilities and fail to integrate the full spectrum of emotional and performative aspects required in 

the context of musical theatre. Theoretical frameworks such as those proposed by Gray and 

Landau (2006) suggest that effective vocal training should integrate not only physiological 

techniques but also performance psychology, personal expression, and health-conscious practices. 

Teachers who rely heavily on reductionist methods may inadvertently hinder students from fully 

embracing these holistic principles.

The notion of a “holistic” approach in pedagogy has been widely discussed in the literature. 

According to McPherson and Renwick (2019), a truly holistic teaching method requires flexibility 

and adaptability in which the teacher tailors their approach to the unique needs of each student. 

However, many teachers continue to use a standardised set of exercises that fail to consider 

individual emotional states or performance contexts. As a result, students are often left with a 

disjointed experience of technical training without sufficient emphasis on developing their artistic 

and emotional presence on stage.
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This issue has direct relevance to both my personal development as an educator and to the 

institution where I work. As the leader of the singing department, I recognise the importance of 

fostering an environment in which singing teachers can engage in continuous professional 

reflection and growth. The gap between the perceived and actual implementation of holistic 

practices is a critical area to explore. Identifying how reductionist biases manifest in daily teaching 

practices can open the door to more integrative pedagogical approaches that consider not only 

vocal technique but also emotional expression, performance skills, and health.

The findings from this study will not only impact my practice but also provide valuable insights into 

the broader challenges of vocal pedagogy within drama schools. Teachers who claim to adopt a 

holistic approach but inadvertently use reductionist methods may inadvertently limit their students’ 

development as expressive performers (Harrison, 2020). Bridging this gap between intention and 

practice could lead to more effective and enriching training, helping students to become more 

versatile and emotionally engaged artists. Moreover, this study could contribute to the larger field of 

singing pedagogy, shedding light on how drama schools can modernise their curriculum to provide 

a truly holistic experience for students.

This study will also have implications for the professional development of my teaching team, 

helping them critically reflect on their practices and move towards a more comprehensive and 

individualised approach to vocal training. This approach aligns with the suggestions of researchers 

like Furlong (2017), who emphasise the need for a dynamic, student-centred approach that fosters 

both technical and expressive growth.

Introduction to the Study

The aim of this study, titled A “Holistic” Approach - “Breaking Down” to “Build Up” (Reductionism 

disguised as Holism): A Dialectical Reductionist-to-Holistic Investigation of Voice Models, 

Psychological and Performance Factors, Technology and Voice Health, Feedback Techniques, and 

Pedagogical Approaches and Customised Programs, and Cultural and Ethical Considerations in 

Singing Pedagogy at Drama Schools, is to critically explore the dynamic between holistic vocal 

pedagogies and reductionist practices in the context of drama schools. 

Bias in Pedagogy

Central to this study is the recognition that both teachers and students bring biases to the learning 

environment. Teacher biases, stemming from their own training, experience, and preferences, can 

heavily influence the methods they choose to employ in their pedagogy. According to Banks 

(2016), teachers are often unaware of the implicit biases they carry, which may shape their 

teaching style and decisions. These biases can be particularly pronounced in performance-based 

settings, where teachers may favour methods they perceive as “safe” or “proven,” often relying on 
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familiar exercises that have been successful in the past. This process of choosing familiar 

methods, despite their limitations, is what can inadvertently lead to reductionist teaching practices.

Further, the literature reveals how these biases are not just limited to the teacher’s perspective. 

According to Korthagen et al. (2001), students too bring biases to the learning environment, 

shaped by their previous experiences with voice training and the expectations of their institution. As 

a result, both teacher and student may become entrenched in familiar patterns of behaviour, even 

if these patterns do not fully address the holistic needs of the student. The challenge in this study, 

then, is to explore how these biases—whether conscious or unconscious—can be identified and 

addressed in the teaching process, thereby creating a more dynamic and comprehensive approach 

to vocal pedagogy.

Another aspect of bias to consider is the researcher’s bias. As a teacher and leader in my 

department, my own experiences and perspectives undoubtedly shape the way I approach this 

study. To minimise bias in this literature review and ensure a more objective investigation, I have 

applied systematic scoping and inclusion/exclusion criteria, as outlined in the methodology section. 

The process is designed to ensure that a diverse range of voices and perspectives are 

represented, and that my conclusions are grounded in the evidence at hand rather than personal 

preferences or anecdotal experience.

Relevance of the Study to Drama School Pedagogy

In the context of a drama school, where students are preparing for professional performance 

careers, the implications of this study are particularly significant. The need for a truly holistic 

approach is underscored by the multi-faceted demands placed on students, who must develop not 

only their vocal technique but also their emotional and psychological resilience, physical stamina, 

and performance presence (Torrance, 2013). As drama schools emphasise versatility and the 

ability to perform in a variety of genres, the integration of emotional and psychological factors into 

vocal training is critical for students’ overall success and well-being. Therefore, this study is not just 

an academic exercise, but one with direct practical applications for improving vocal training 

programs.

Planned Programme of Study

Intended Outcomes

The outcomes of this study aim to provide a comprehensive framework for understanding how 

holistic pedagogical practices can be realised in the drama school setting. This includes developing 

strategies to balance technical, emotional, and psychological training, and addressing the 

limitations of reductionist practices that may currently dominate many teachers’ methods. By 

critically engaging with these practices and acknowledging the complexities of bias, the study 
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seeks to promote more reflective, adaptable teaching strategies, which will ultimately benefit both 

students and staff in the department.

Learning and Development Aims

The primary aim of this study is to critically examine and understand the practical implications of 

holistic pedagogies in vocal training within drama schools. Specifically, the study will investigate 

where reductionist methods may be inadvertently employed under the guise of holistic approaches, 

ultimately aiming to identify biases that influence pedagogy and shape teaching practices. The 

following specific learning and development goals have been identified for this study:

Understanding Holistic Vocal Pedagogies

The first key aim is to gain a deeper theoretical and practical understanding of holistic vocal 

pedagogies, particularly in the context of drama school training. Holistic approaches aim to 

emphasise not only the technical aspects of singing but also the emotional, psychological, and 

performance-related factors that contribute to the development of a singer (Dayme, 2005). These 

approaches are essential for students who require more than just technical proficiency in their 

voices, as they must also convey emotion and connect with their audiences. Understanding these 

multifaceted methods will enable me to apply them more effectively within my role as Head of 1 to 

1 Singing, and will inform how I can better guide my department toward more integrative teaching 

practices.

Identifying and Addressing Reductionist Practices

A critical aim of this study is to identify and address reductionist practices within vocal pedagogy, 

particularly those that focus exclusively on technical exercises and neglect the broader aspects of 

vocal training. While certain reductionist methods may be deemed effective in isolation, such as 

repetitive vocal exercises or focusing narrowly on voice production, they often fail to address the 

emotional, psychological, and performance-related dimensions essential for a complete vocal 

education (Austin and Hargreaves, 2004). This part of the study will focus on understanding why 

these reductionist methods are used and whether they limit the effectiveness of vocal instruction. 

In identifying these limitations, I aim to highlight areas where staff may be unintentionally 

reinforcing reductionist practices in their teaching.

Improving Teaching Practices Across the Department

The third goal of this study is to generate actionable recommendations for improving teaching 

practices across the department. The findings will be used to guide my colleagues toward 

integrating more holistic approaches in their lessons. This includes encouraging more varied and 

inclusive teaching methods that consider the whole student: their voice, emotional expression, and 
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performance skills. The study will also examine how biases—such as those related to personal 

teaching preferences, cultural norms, or institutional constraints—shape pedagogical approaches 

and how these biases can be overcome. By addressing these issues, I aim to foster a more 

balanced, reflective, and open-minded approach to teaching vocal techniques.

These aims align with the broader objective of developing my own pedagogical approach and 

facilitating the professional development of my colleagues. By critically engaging with the concepts 

of holistic and reductionist pedagogies, this study will provide opportunities for meaningful change 

in our department's teaching methods, helping to ensure that the vocal training offered supports 

the full spectrum of student needs (technical, emotional, and artistic).

Expected Learning Outcomes

The expected learning outcomes of this study are designed to bridge the gap between theoretical 

knowledge and practical application in the realm of vocal pedagogy. By exploring the complex 

dynamics of holistic versus reductionist methods, the following outcomes are anticipated:

In-depth Understanding of Holistic Pedagogy

A primary outcome is the development of a deep, nuanced understanding of holistic pedagogy, 

specifically as it pertains to vocal training. This includes a theoretical exploration of holistic 

methods, such as integrating psychological, emotional, and performance factors with traditional 

vocal techniques (Barrett, 2010). A clearer understanding of how these methods manifest in 

practice will allow for the application of a more rounded, comprehensive approach to teaching 

vocal students in a drama school setting. The study will also aim to critically evaluate current 

definitions of holistic pedagogy in the context of drama schools and broader educational 

institutions, drawing on established frameworks that define holistic methodologies in vocal 

education (Chesky and Nissen, 2017).

Identification of Gaps in Current Practices

A key learning outcome is to critically identify where existing teaching practices in the department 

do not fully align with holistic principles and may instead rely on reductionist methods. This 

includes the recognition of repetitive exercises or techniques that focus exclusively on specific 

vocal aspects (e.g., breath control or vocal projection) without considering the broader 

psychological or emotional needs of students. This process will involve a thorough analysis of 

common teaching practices and how they may inadvertently limit students' vocal development by 

focusing on isolated techniques without addressing the whole individual (McKenna, 2018). By 
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understanding where these gaps exist, I will be better equipped to initiate discussions with 

colleagues about adapting their methods for a more integrated approach.

Creation of Actionable Strategies

The study aims to generate actionable strategies for the integration of more holistic teaching 

practices in the drama school’s vocal pedagogy. These strategies will focus on blending technique 

with emotional expression, physical awareness, and psychological well-being, providing students 

with a more comprehensive, balanced approach to vocal training (Broughton and Stevens, 2009). 

Practical approaches may include diversifying vocal exercises to address emotional and 

psychological aspects of singing, or incorporating more varied feedback techniques that take into 

account individual learning styles and emotional needs (Austin and Hargreaves, 2004). These 

strategies will be shared with colleagues to foster a collective shift toward a more holistic approach 

in the department.

Personal Professional Growth

A final expected learning outcome is the enhancement of my own professional development. 

Through this study, I expect to improve my ability to reflect on my own teaching practices and 

those of my colleagues, honing my leadership skills in guiding the department toward a more 

holistic approach. Reflective practice is a key aspect of professional growth in teaching, as it allows 

educators to examine their biases, adapt their approaches, and respond more effectively to 

students' needs (Voss, 2012). Additionally, the study will provide me with an opportunity to 

enhance my mentoring skills, particularly in helping other teachers to move away from reductionist 

practices and embrace a more well-rounded, student-centred approach to teaching. This outcome 

will also be valuable in my role as Head of 1 to 1 Singing, where I am responsible for shaping the 

pedagogical approach within the department and ensuring that it aligns with both students' 

developmental needs and the school's overall educational goals.

Methodology and Literature Review Scope

The methodology for this study is centred around a literature review. A systematic approach was 

adopted to ensure that the review was thorough, balanced, and relevant to the focus of the study, 

which is the application of holistic pedagogies and the recognition of reductionist practices in vocal 

training. The process of scoping the literature, establishing inclusion and exclusion criteria, and 

selecting the appropriate type of review methodology is detailed below (Booth et al., 2016).

Scoping the Literature

The literature review focused on academic journal articles, books, conference papers (grey 

literature), and other credible academic sources across a range of disciplines, including vocal 
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pedagogy, music education, performance psychology, and teaching methodologies. This diverse 

range of sources was necessary to explore the multi-faceted nature of holistic pedagogy, which 

incorporates both technical vocal training and emotional, psychological, and performance-related 

factors.

The scope of the review was guided by specific research questions, including:

 What does holistic vocal pedagogy encompass in both theory and practice?

 How are reductionist practices defined and addressed within vocal training?

 How can holistic and reductionist approaches be reconciled in teaching contexts, 

particularly in drama schools?

 What implications do these approaches have for teaching practices in performance-based 

environments?

These guiding questions ensured that the review not only addressed theoretical aspects of 

pedagogy but also considered the practical implications for teaching in drama schools, making it 

relevant to the real-world context in which I work.

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

To ensure the quality and relevance of the sources included in the review, a set of inclusion and 

exclusion criteria were established based on the academic rigour of the literature.

Inclusion Criteria

The review focused on high-quality academic sources, including peer-reviewed journal articles, 

academic books, and conference papers (grey literature), particularly those that offer theoretical 

insights into vocal pedagogy and teaching methodologies. Sources were selected based on their 

methodological rigour, academic weight, and relevance to the study's focus. Articles that discussed 

both holistic and reductionist practices in vocal pedagogy were prioritised, as were those that 

examined the intersection of pedagogy with emotional, psychological, and performance-related 

aspects of vocal training.

In addition to peer-reviewed sources, some grey literature was included, guided by Kepes et al.'s 

(2012) framework, which emphasises the value of integrating grey literature to reduce publication 

bias and improve the comprehensiveness of systematic reviews. Grey literature, such as 

conference papers, institutional reports, dissertations, and white papers, was considered if it met 

specific criteria: the source must originate from a reputable institution, or the author must be a 
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recognised expert in the field. This approach ensured a balanced inclusion of diverse perspectives 

while maintaining scholarly rigor.

Conversely, sources that lacked clear academic backing, peer-review status, or alignment with the 

study's focus were excluded to ensure the review adhered to high standards of academic 

scholarship. This selective inclusion allowed for a robust exploration of both established research 

and emergent perspectives within the field.

Exclusion Criteria

Literature that did not provide a clear pedagogical framework or lacked an exploration of holistic 

and reductionist practices was excluded. Articles that focused only on the technical aspects of 

vocal training without addressing broader emotional or psychological considerations were also 

excluded. Furthermore, grey literature or sources that did not offer rigorous academic analysis, 

such as blogs or non-academic opinion pieces, were excluded to ensure the reliability and 

scholarly weight of the review.

Additionally, more recent publications were prioritised, with a focus on literature published within 

the last 10 years. This ensured that the review reflected current trends, methodologies, and 

ongoing developments in the field of vocal pedagogy, making the findings more relevant to 

contemporary teaching practices.

Types of Review and Methodologies

This review followed a narrative synthesis methodology, which is suitable for synthesising 

qualitative data from diverse sources. Narrative synthesis allows for a detailed and interpretive 

analysis of the literature, providing a clear overview of key themes and findings without relying on 

statistical methods or meta-analysis.

This approach was ideal for examining theoretical frameworks, teacher biases, and holistic 

practices, as it enabled the exploration of complex concepts in vocal pedagogy and the nuances of 

how these ideas are applied in teaching (Booth et al., 2016). By synthesising research findings 

from various studies, this methodology provided a holistic view of the topic while allowing for critical 

analysis of both the successes and challenges of implementing holistic pedagogies in teaching 

environments (Kumar, 2019).

Activities and Methods

Critical Analysis and Synthesis of Literature

The foundation of this study lies in a thorough and systematic review of relevant literature. The 

process involves:
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 Identifying thematic patterns: Categorising recurring themes in holistic and reductionist 

pedagogical methods.

 Synthesising insights: Integrating findings to create a coherent understanding of how 

holistic pedagogies can be practically applied within 1-to-1 vocal training settings.

 Bridging theory and practice: Developing actionable strategies that translate theoretical 

concepts into effective teaching practices.

Development of Holistic Pedagogy Guidelines

The guidelines will serve as a structured framework for implementing holistic pedagogical 

principles across the department. They will address:

 Balancing key aspects: Strategies to ensure that emotional, psychological, and technical 

aspects of vocal training are harmonised.

 Practical tools for teachers: Concrete exercises, techniques, and lesson-planning 

approaches rooted in holistic pedagogy.

 Student-centred teaching: Emphasising adaptability to individual student needs, including 

vocal health, learning styles, and performance goals.

These guidelines will be refined through ongoing feedback from teachers and will evolve in 

response to emerging needs and insights.

Professional Development Workshops

Workshops could be organised in the future to introduce and reinforce the principles of holistic 

pedagogy. Key features of these workshops include:

 Interactive learning: Activities such as case studies, role-playing, and group discussions to 

explore and apply holistic methods.

 Collaborative problem-solving: Encouraging teachers to share experiences and 

collaboratively address challenges in implementing holistic approaches.

 Focus on reflective practice: Guiding teachers in adopting reflective cycles to continuously 

improve their teaching methods.

Implementation of Feedback Mechanisms

Feedback mechanisms will be established to support continuous improvement in teaching 

practices. These include:
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 Peer reviews: Opportunities for teachers to observe and provide constructive feedback to 

one another.

 Self-assessments: Tools for teachers to evaluate their own adherence to holistic principles.

 Teacher and student feedback loops: Gathering input from both colleagues and students to 

identify strengths and areas for development.

The feedback gathered will inform iterative revisions to the guidelines and future professional 

development activities.

Reflective Practice and Journaling

Reflective practice will play a central role in this study, allowing for ongoing self-assessment and 

adaptation. Activities include:

 Maintaining a reflective journal: Documenting observations, insights, and challenges 

encountered during the study.

 Analysing personal biases: Reflecting on how my own perspectives may influence the study 

and striving to mitigate these biases.

 Evaluating impact: Assessing the effectiveness of implemented strategies and their 

influence on teaching practices and student outcomes.

The reflective journal will serve as both a tool for personal professional development and a record 

of the study’s progress, contributing to the overall integrity and rigour of the research process. 

By integrating these activities, this study aims to create a sustainable and adaptable framework for 

holistic pedagogy that benefits both teachers and students in the 1 to 1 vocal training context.

Learning Journal (Critical Reflection)

July: Initial Engagement and Scoping the Study

At the outset of this module, I embarked on the challenging task of refining my understanding of 

holistic and reductionist pedagogical approaches within the framework of vocal pedagogy. Guided 

by the literature review methodology, I focused on systematically identifying and analysing sources 

relevant to holistic vocal training practices, psychological and performance-related factors, and the 

limitations of reductionist methods. 

Using Kolb's Experiential Learning Cycle as a reflective model, the "Concrete Experience" phase 

was limited to engaging with the literature itself, as this study does not include a practical 

implementation phase (Kolb, 1984). My "Reflective Observation" during this period centred on 
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recognising the broad scope of themes and identifying gaps in the research. Early challenges 

included managing the volume of literature and synthesising varying perspectives from fields such 

as music education, performance psychology, and pedagogical theory (Moon, 2004). 

To navigate these challenges, I utilised structured methods such as thematic coding and resource 

mapping (Thomas, 2006; Miles and Huberman, 1994). This not only enhanced my organisational 

skills but also allowed for a clearer categorisation of studies based on their relevance and 

theoretical rigour. These strategies, grounded in the academic resources provided, fostered a 

systematic approach to identifying the most pertinent research.

August: Developing Thematic Cohesion

As I progressed through the literature, distinct themes emerged, such as the interconnectedness of 

emotional, psychological, and technical aspects in holistic vocal pedagogy (Sundberg, 2018; 

Taylor, 2018). Using the Gibbs Reflective Cycle framework (Gibbs, 1988), I evaluated my evolving 

understanding. The "Evaluation" stage revealed that, while the literature provided valuable 

theoretical insights, there was often a lack of practical guidance for implementation in specialised 

environments like drama schools (Brown and Lewis, 2021).

I grappled with tensions in the literature between reductionist approaches, which emphasise 

isolated technical skill-building (Miller, 2019), and holistic methodologies, which advocate for 

integrating emotional and psychological factors (Taylor, 2018). Engaging critically with these 

sources sharpened my analytical skills and deepened my capacity to question assumptions and 

biases inherent in various pedagogical models (Green and Welburn, 2021).

September: Synthesising and Structuring the Literature

During this phase, I moved from exploration to synthesis. Adopting Bloom’s Taxonomy as a 

conceptual guide (Bloom et al., 1956), I aimed to transition from "Understanding" and "Applying" 

the findings to "Analysing" and "Evaluating" their implications for vocal pedagogy. The integration 

of ideas into coherent themes required not only rigorous analytical work but also self-awareness of 

my cognitive biases and professional inclinations (Kuhn, 2015).

Reflective journaling during this time revealed recurring challenges, such as reconciling conflicting 

definitions of holistic teaching (Brown and Lewis, 2021) and identifying transferable insights for 

drama school contexts. These reflections highlighted my need to remain adaptable, continuously 

revisiting and refining the categories I had created to represent the literature (Moon, 2004).

October: Overcoming Challenges in Critical Analysis

By October, I began critically interrogating the methodologies and epistemologies underpinning the 

studies I reviewed. This process was enriched by the skills resources provided in the module, 
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particularly those focusing on evaluating the academic rigor of qualitative research (Guba and 

Lincoln, 1994).

Using Schön's concept of "reflection-in-action" (Schön, 1983), I identified areas where my initial 

assumptions about holistic pedagogy were challenged. For example, I encountered studies that 

critiqued holistic approaches as idealistic or impractical in time-limited teaching environments 

(Baker and Grieve, 2020). These critiques prompted me to reassess the feasibility of applying 

certain holistic principles and to consider their adaptation rather than direct implementation in a 

drama school context.

Through this reflective process, I developed a deeper appreciation for the complexity of 

pedagogical theory and the necessity of contextual sensitivity when interpreting and synthesising 

research findings (Sternberg, 2018).

November: Consolidating Findings and Finalising the Review

As I entered the final stages of the literature review, I focused on synthesising my findings into a 

coherent narrative. Drawing on Borton’s "What? So What? Now What?" model, I framed my 

reflections to assess the significance of the research and its implications for future practice (Borton, 

1970).

The "What?" stage involved distilling the key themes and insights that emerged from the literature. 

The "So What?" phase required critical evaluation of how these findings could inform the 

theoretical underpinnings of vocal pedagogy in drama schools. The "Now What?" phase 

emphasised identifying areas for future exploration, such as the practical challenges of integrating 

holistic approaches and the need for ongoing professional development for teachers.

Throughout this phase, I was struck by the recurring theme of teacher bias, both implicit and 

explicit, in shaping pedagogical practices. This reinforced the need for reflective teaching practices 

and highlighted potential avenues for developing professional development initiatives rooted in the 

study’s findings.

December: Reflection on the Overall Learning Journey

Reflecting on the past five months, I recognise significant growth in my academic skills and critical 

thinking. The process of conducting the literature review, while challenging, has deepened my 

understanding of the theoretical and practical dimensions of holistic vocal pedagogy. The module 

has also enhanced my ability to engage with complex interdisciplinary research and synthesise it 

into actionable insights.



Student number: 2224781 Peter Dodsworth

BMPF 7013      Page 16 of 39

Using Mezirow’s Transformative Learning Theory as a reflective framework, I identify this 

experience as a transformative process that challenged my existing assumptions about pedagogy. 

The "disorienting dilemmas" I encountered in reconciling conflicting approaches and adapting 

theoretical insights to specific contexts catalysed profound shifts in my perspective (Mezirow, 

1991).

Looking ahead, I am eager to build upon this foundational work. Future steps include sharing the 

findings with colleagues through workshops and professional discussions and exploring ways to 

test and adapt the proposed strategies in a controlled, evaluative manner. My reflective practice 

will remain central to these endeavours, ensuring that I continue to learn and adapt as I strive to 

foster a more inclusive and holistic approach to vocal training.

Conclusion

This learning journal documents a journey of intellectual growth and professional development. 

While the literature review marks the conclusion of this module, it also serves as the foundation for 

future exploration and application. The skills and insights gained during this process will 

undoubtedly shape my ongoing efforts to advance vocal pedagogy in meaningful and impactful 

ways. 
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PART 2 –   Literature Review (Word count - 4950)  

This research investigates who benefits (vocal coaches, students, developers), what effective 

methods and technologies enhance training, where successful programs are implemented, when 

to introduce psychological training and feedback, and why these integrations are crucial for 

improving learning outcomes and modernising vocal (singing) pedagogy within musical theatre.

Research Question: Do reductionist and holistic biases in teaching methods affect the 

effectiveness of singing pedagogy in singing teachers at drama schools?

Introduction

Singing pedagogy in drama schools reflects a spectrum of reductionist and holistic approaches, 

each with strengths and limitations. This literature review examines how these teaching biases 

influence vocal training, focusing on voice models, psychological and performance factors, 

technology, feedback techniques, pedagogical strategies, and cultural and ethical considerations.

Reductionist methods, which prioritise technical components like breath control and pitch, are often 

critiqued for overlooking emotional and expressive elements (Smith, 2019; Brown & Lewis, 2021). 

In contrast, holistic approaches aim to integrate technical, emotional, and cognitive aspects of 

singing but may unintentionally revert to reductionist practices (Taylor, 2018; Harrison, 2020).

Through thematic analysis, this review synthesises existing research to evaluate the impacts of 

these methods on vocal development. It also explores whether a balanced pedagogical framework, 

integrating reductionist and holistic principles, might enhance the effectiveness of singing 

pedagogy in drama schools.

Thematic Review

Theme 1: Voice Models

The choice of voice model is critical in vocal pedagogy, influencing how teachers approach 

technical instruction and performance. Voice models are typically categorised into traditional, 

contemporary, and physiological approaches (Sundberg, 2018; Wendler, 2020). Reductionist 

models isolate vocal components, such as breath or resonance, but often neglect the integration of 

these elements into broader expressive goals (Brown and Lewis, 2021). Holistic models, on the 

other hand, integrate technique with emotional, psychological, and performance aspects (Taylor, 

2018). This section explores the strengths and limitations of these models in the context of 

reductionist and holistic teaching.



Student number: 2224781 Peter Dodsworth

BMPF 7013      Page 18 of 39

Reductionist Approaches to Voice Models

Reductionist models break the voice into manageable parts. Traditional methods like bel canto 

focus on controlled breathing, posture, and resonance (Miller, 2019). While these methods build 

technical proficiency, they can compartmentalize the voice, neglecting emotional expression and 

leading to mechanical performances (Harrison, 2020). 

Similarly, physiological models that focus on the anatomy of voice production also reflect a 

reductionist approach. These models, such as the "speech-level singing" method (McKinney, 

2017), often break down vocal production into specific components like breath support, resonance, 

and vocal cord engagement. While these models provide clarity on the mechanics of voice 

production, they can fail to recognise the broader psychological and artistic demands of 

performance, which are integral to holistic vocal pedagogy (Brown and Lewis, 2021).

Holistic Approaches to Voice Models

In contrast, holistic approaches seek to integrate vocal technique with psychological, emotional, 

and performance aspects, providing a more comprehensive view of voice training. Holistic voice 

models emphasise the interconnectedness of the physical and emotional components of singing, 

acknowledging that a singer's technique cannot be divorced from their emotional expression or 

interpretative choices (Taylor, 2018). These models stress the importance of balancing vocal health 

with artistic authenticity, viewing the voice as an instrument of both technical skill and emotional 

communication.

One example of a more holistic voice model is the "somatic voicework" method, which focuses on 

embodiment and encourages singers to connect deeply with their physical sensations during 

performance (Decker, 2016). This method promotes a holistic understanding of vocal production, 

where singers learn to view their technique as an organic process that supports both technical 

precision and artistic expression. Similarly, some contemporary voice training models advocate for 

a flexible approach that adapts vocal technique to different genres, integrating elements of 

classical, pop, and jazz techniques, while always maintaining a focus on the singer’s emotional 

and personal connection to the music (Harrison, 2020).

Furthermore, a growing body of research in vocal pedagogy emphasises the importance of 

integrating vocal health and sustainability into the holistic model. Models like the "integrative 

approach" to voice training, developed by Wendler (2020), combine anatomical understanding with 

an emphasis on emotional and psychological well-being. This approach sees vocal health not as a 

separate concern, but as intricately linked to the singer's emotional state, expressive choices, and 

performance context. As Wendler (2020, pp. 125) notes, ‘a truly holistic voice model must consider 
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the voice not only as a mechanical instrument but as an emotional and psychological one, deeply 

connected to the identity and expression of the performer’.

Combining Reductionism and Holism

While reductionist voice models have been critiqued for isolating technical components, they can 

still provide essential building blocks in vocal training. For example, focusing on breath control or 

resonance in isolation can help singers develop a strong technical foundation that is essential for 

more complex performances. However, these components must eventually be re-integrated into a 

holistic framework that considers the artistic, emotional, and psychological dimensions of singing 

(Sundberg, 2018). 

In drama schools, where students are expected to perform across a range of genres and embody 

complex characters, an integrated voice model that blends reductionist techniques with holistic 

principles is essential. By recognising the limitations of each model and drawing from both 

reductionist and holistic frameworks, teachers can create a more flexible, student-centred 

approach to voice training (Smith, 2019). 

Theme 2: Psychological and Performance Factors

Psychological and performance factors are integral to vocal training in drama schools, influencing 

not only students' technical progress but also their emotional and artistic development. These 

factors, encompassing elements like performance anxiety, self-confidence, and emotional 

engagement, demand nuanced approaches in teaching that balance reductionist and holistic 

perspectives. 

Reductionist Approaches to Psychological Factors

Reductionist strategies often isolate psychological challenges, focusing on symptom management. 

For example, performance anxiety is commonly addressed with techniques like diaphragmatic 

breathing or progressive muscle relaxation, which alleviate physical symptoms (Davidson, 2019). 

While effective short-term, these methods may fail to address the underlying causes of anxiety 

(Elliott and Hargreaves, 2020).

In many cases, reductionist approaches emphasise mechanical skill development, sidelining 

emotional and psychological engagement. As Sundberg (2018) highlights, the focus on physical 

aspects of vocal production (such as resonance or articulation) can result in technically sound 

performances that lack emotional depth. This compartmentalisation often prevents students from 

exploring how their psychological state impacts their vocal output, thereby restricting the scope of 

their artistry (Green and Welburn, 2021). 
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Reductionist approaches often use a "one-size-fits-all" method, addressing psychological factors 

only when they hinder technical progress. For instance, confidence issues may be tackled with 

exercises for projection or diction, but the underlying emotional causes are rarely addressed (Miller 

and Nash, 2021), leaving broader psychological needs unmet.

Holistic Approaches to Psychological Factors

Holistic teaching integrates psychological factors into the core of vocal training, viewing emotional 

and mental resilience as essential to the learning process. For example, approaches that 

emphasise mindfulness and reflective practice foster emotional awareness and resilience, enabling 

students to better navigate the pressures of performance (Lamont, 2020). Unlike reductionist 

methods, holistic strategies embed these practices into regular instruction, ensuring their relevance 

across various contexts (Ryan and Semmer, 2021). 

Emotional engagement is a key component of holistic approaches, linking vocal technique to 

expressive intent. Ginsborg and Chaffin (2021) argue that by encouraging students to explore the 

emotional subtext of songs, holistic methods facilitate deeper interpretative skills. This emphasis 

on narrative and character exploration helps students connect their technical skills with their artistic 

identity, fostering authentic performances (Cooksey and Welch, 2020). 

Holistic methods also prioritise creating a supportive learning environment, addressing 

psychological factors through positive reinforcement and collaborative learning. Barrett (2019) 

suggests that fostering a non-judgmental space where students feel safe to experiment and make 

mistakes can significantly enhance self-confidence and emotional resilience. This environment 

allows students to engage with both technical and psychological challenges in a balanced manner, 

promoting overall growth (Ruddock and Leong, 2021).

Integrating Reductionist and Holistic Approaches

Although holistic approaches provide a comprehensive framework, reductionist methods can be 

effective when used selectively and strategically. For instance, targeted breathing exercises can 

help students manage acute performance anxiety, serving as a foundation for broader emotional 

exploration (Davidson, 2019). Similarly, focused technical interventions, such as improving pitch 

accuracy, can complement holistic strategies by addressing specific challenges that hinder broader 

artistic development (Green and Welburn, 2021). 

Integrating these approaches requires a dynamic interplay between technique and expression. 

Teachers might, for example, address performance anxiety through mindfulness exercises before 

guiding students to apply these techniques in emotionally charged repertoire (Lamont, 2020). This 

synthesis not only addresses immediate challenges but also encourages students to understand 

how technical precision and emotional depth are interconnected (Ryan and Semmer, 2021). 
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Drama School Context

In drama schools, the high stakes of performance demands make psychological and performance 

factors particularly significant. Students must balance rigorous technical training with the emotional 

demands of character work and live performance, necessitating teaching approaches that address 

these multifaceted challenges (Barrett, 2019). 

Programs that integrate psychological training into vocal instruction are especially effective in 

preparing students for professional environments. For example, reflective practice and role-play 

exercises help students internalise the emotional dimensions of their material while maintaining 

technical excellence (Ginsborg and Chaffin, 2021). By blending reductionist and holistic methods, 

educators can provide a comprehensive framework that equips students with the skills and 

resilience required for success in musical theatre (Cooksey and Welch, 2020).

Theme 3: Technology and Vocal Health

Technology has become an increasingly significant tool in singing pedagogy, particularly in the 

context of drama schools. Its applications range from monitoring vocal health to refining technique 

and enhancing self-awareness in students. In combining reductionist and holistic teaching 

methods, technology serves both as a diagnostic tool and a platform for integrative learning.

Reductionist Applications of Technology in Vocal Health

Reductionist approaches employ technology to focus on specific, measurable aspects of vocal 

health. For instance, spectrograms and real-time acoustic analysis allow educators and students to 

visualise vocal parameters such as frequency, intensity, and timbre (Howard and Welch, 2020). 

These tools provide immediate feedback, enabling precise adjustments in technique. While 

effective, such applications risk narrowing the focus to technical corrections at the expense of 

broader interpretative or expressive considerations (Williams et al., 2019). 

Voice analysis software, like VoceVista and PRAAT, has been used to diagnose vocal 

inefficiencies, such as excessive nasality or breathiness. By isolating these technical flaws, 

teachers can tailor exercises to address them directly (Sundberg, 2018). However, this focus on 

quantitative metrics can sometimes detract from the subjective and emotional dimensions of 

singing, as students may prioritise "fixing" perceived flaws over engaging holistically with their 

artistry (Elliott and Hargreaves, 2020). 

Holistic Integration of Technology in Vocal Training

In a holistic framework, technology serves as a tool that enhances the learning experience by 

fostering a deeper understanding of the voice not just as a technical instrument, but as an 

expressive one. Apps like SingScope and The Singing Coach offer a more integrated approach to 
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vocal training compared to tools like VoceVista and PRAAT, which focus primarily on analysing 

technical aspects such as pitch, resonance, and formants. SingScope, for instance, provides visual 

feedback on pitch accuracy while also encouraging students to engage with their vocal tone and 

musical expression in real-time. This helps learners connect their technical adjustments to artistic 

intentions, allowing them to experiment with their vocal identity. Similarly, The Singing Coach 

combines exercises that target both technical skills (such as breath control and vocal range) with 

creative tasks that enhance musical interpretation and emotional delivery. Unlike VoceVista and 

PRAAT, which are more specialised in vocal acoustics and analysis, these apps promote a balance 

between the mechanical and emotional aspects of singing, aligning more closely with a holistic 

approach to vocal pedagogy (Davidson et al., 2021).

Technology also supports the development of reflective practice, a hallmark of holistic pedagogy. 

As Ginsborg and Chaffin (2021, pp.87) note, ‘Video recordings of rehearsals allow students to 

observe their own performances critically, connecting technical adjustments with their expressive 

intentions.’ This dual focus enables students to see how vocal technique serves their storytelling 

goals, fostering deeper integration between the mechanical and emotional aspects of singing. 

Another key contribution of technology is its capacity to enhance students’ autonomy. Wearable 

devices like vocal dosimeters monitor vocal load, empowering students to manage their practice 

schedules effectively (Bourne and Garnier, 2020). Such tools encourage a holistic approach by 

situating technical work within the broader context of vocal sustainability and health, a priority for 

drama school students navigating demanding schedules (Barrett, 2019). 

Ethical Considerations and Limitations of Technology

The increasing reliance on technology in teaching raises ethical concerns, particularly around data 

interpretation and accessibility. Howard and Welch (2020) caution against overemphasis on 

quantitative metrics, which may marginalise students who do not conform to "ideal" parameters. 

This aligns with the need for cultural sensitivity in teaching, as discussed by Ruddock and Leong 

(2021), who argue that technology must be used inclusively to respect diverse vocal traditions and 

styles. 

Moreover, there is a risk that technology may depersonalise the learning experience if used 

excessively or in isolation. Elliott and Hargreaves (2020) highlight the danger of ‘algorithmic 

overreach’, where digital tools overshadow the relational aspects of teaching, such as empathy 

and adaptability. A balanced approach is therefore essential, combining technological insights with 

teacher intuition to address each student's unique needs.
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Drama School Context

In drama schools, technology is particularly valuable for addressing the dual demands of technical 

precision and artistic expression. Programs may integrate tools like spectrogram analysis 

alongside role-play and improvisational exercises to create a comprehensive learning environment 

(Williams et al., 2019). This combination allows students to refine their technique while exploring its 

application in performance, bridging reductionist and holistic approaches. 

For instance, during formative assessments, students might use voice analysis apps to prepare 

technical aspects of their pieces, while receiving feedback from teachers during lessons. This 

blend of self-monitoring and interpretive guidance mirrors the integrated demands of professional 

musical theatre, ensuring that students are well-prepared for industry expectations (Cooksey and 

Welch, 2020). 

Theme 4: Feedback Techniques

Feedback is a cornerstone of effective pedagogy in drama schools, providing students with the 

insights they need to refine their vocal technique and interpretative skills. Feedback techniques in 

singing pedagogy can vary widely, ranging from highly reductionist approaches that focus on 

isolated technical corrections to holistic methods that emphasise the integration of technical, 

emotional, and narrative elements. 

Reductionist Feedback Techniques

Reductionist feedback in singing pedagogy tends to focus on correcting specific technical 

elements, such as pitch accuracy, breath control, or resonance. These techniques prioritise 

measurable outcomes and often involve precise, directive language from the teacher (Sundberg, 

2018). For example, teachers might use statements like, “Ensure your breath is fully supported 

during the phrase”, to address a mechanical flaw without delving into its expressive implications 

(Williams et al., 2019). 

Such feedback can be particularly effective when diagnosing and correcting technical issues in 

isolation. According to Howard and Welch (2020, pp. 300), ‘Explicit feedback on vocal mechanics 

allows students to internalise technical adjustments, building a foundation of skills necessary for 

advanced work’. However, this approach risks promoting a fragmented understanding of singing if 

not reintegrated into a broader artistic context (Cooksey and Welch, 2020). 

Holistic Feedback Techniques

Holistic feedback, by contrast, seeks to connect technical observations to the student's overall 

artistic and emotional expression. Teachers adopting this approach often frame technical 

corrections within a narrative or performance-based context. For instance, a teacher might say, 
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“Focus on your breath support to enhance the emotional intensity of this phrase”, linking a 

technical adjustment to its expressive outcome (Davidson et al., 2021). 

Incorporating holistic feedback encourages students to view their voice as a tool for storytelling and 

character development. Ginsborg and Chaffin (2021) argue that ‘Feedback that integrates 

technical and interpretive elements fosters a deeper understanding of the role of vocal technique in 

expressive performance.’ This dual focus aligns with the demands of drama school training, where 

students must balance technical precision with emotional authenticity (Ruddock and Leong, 2021).

The Role of Reflective Feedback

Reflective feedback techniques, which encourage students to self-assess their performance, play a 

critical role in bridging reductionist and holistic approaches. Teachers might ask open-ended 

questions, such as, “How did you feel about the resonance in that phrase?” or “What story were 

you telling with your dynamics?” These prompts help students develop self-awareness and take 

ownership of their learning process (Elliott and Hargreaves, 2020). 

Video recordings are another valuable tool for reflective feedback. Reviewing their performances 

allows students to identify areas for improvement and understand the interplay between technical 

and expressive elements (Barrett, 2019). According to Howard and Welch (2020, pp. 299), ‘The 

use of video fosters metacognition, enabling students to connect isolated technical adjustments to 

broader artistic goals.’ 

Challenges in Feedback Delivery

Delivering effective feedback requires sensitivity to the student's developmental stage, emotional 

state, and learning preferences. Overly reductionist feedback can sometimes discourage students 

by focusing exclusively on flaws, while excessively holistic feedback may lack the specificity 

needed for tangible improvement (Bourne and Garnier, 2020). Striking the right balance is crucial, 

particularly in drama schools where students face high performance demands. 

Cultural and ethical considerations also influence feedback techniques. Teachers must be aware of 

the diverse backgrounds and experiences students bring to their training. Feedback that respects 

and incorporates these differences promotes inclusivity and fosters a supportive learning 

environment (Ruddock and Leong, 2021).

Drama School Context

In drama schools, feedback often combines reductionist and holistic elements to address the 

multifaceted demands of vocal training. For example, a teacher might begin a lesson by isolating a 

technical issue, such as vowel modification, and then guide the student to apply this adjustment in 

a character-driven performance. This iterative process mirrors the dual emphasis on precision and 

expression required in professional musical theatre (Williams et al., 2019). 
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Group settings, such as ensemble classes, present additional challenges and opportunities for 

feedback delivery. Teachers must navigate the dynamics of providing individual feedback within a 

group context while maintaining a focus on collective goals. Peer feedback is often encouraged in 

these settings, further enriching the learning experience by exposing students to diverse 

perspectives (Davidson et al., 2021). 

Theme 5: Pedagogical Approaches and Customised Programs

Singing pedagogy in drama schools must strike a balance between structured technical training 

and adaptive, student-centred methodologies. Effective pedagogy combines reductionist 

approaches, focusing on isolated skills, with holistic techniques that integrate technical, emotional, 

and performative aspects. Customised programs are increasingly recognised as a means to 

address individual student needs, making teaching more effective and inclusive (Bourne et al., 

2020; Ginsborg and Chaffin, 2021).

Reductionist Pedagogical Approaches

Reductionist pedagogy in singing instruction often involves a focus on foundational technical skills, 

such as breath management, resonance, and pitch accuracy. This approach, rooted in traditional 

conservatory methods, is particularly effective for building a strong technical base in students 

(Cooksey and Welch, 2020). For instance, vocal exercises targeting specific areas like vowel 

modification or dynamic control are commonly employed to refine precision (Howard and Welch, 

2020). 

While this approach is invaluable for addressing technical deficiencies, its limitations are evident 

when applied in isolation. Bourne and Garnier (2020, pp. 785) highlight that ‘over-reliance on 

reductionist methods can create performers who are technically proficient but lack emotional 

engagement or interpretive depth.’ To mitigate these risks, reductionist techniques must be 

complemented by strategies that link technical mastery to artistic expression. 

Holistic Pedagogical Approaches

Holistic pedagogy emphasises the integration of technical, emotional, and interpretative elements, 

aligning with the multifaceted demands of musical theatre training. Teachers adopting a holistic 

approach often structure lessons to encompass physical, psychological, and narrative aspects, 

fostering a comprehensive understanding of the vocal instrument as a means of storytelling 

(Ruddock and Leong, 2021). 

A hallmark of holistic pedagogy is its focus on the student as an individual. Elliott and Hargreaves 

(2020, pp. 125) assert that ‘Effective holistic teaching tailors exercises and objectives to each 

student's unique learning style, artistic goals, and emotional state.’ This approach may involve 
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adaptive lesson planning, incorporating improvisational exercises or character-driven vocal tasks to 

connect technical work with dramatic intent (Davidson et al., 2021). 

Customised Programs in Drama Schools

Customised programs blend reductionist and holistic methods to create tailored pathways for 

individual student development. These programs often begin with diagnostic assessments to 

identify each student’s strengths and areas for improvement, guiding the design of a personalised 

curriculum (Williams et al., 2019). 

Technology could play a key role in customisation, allowing teachers to monitor progress through 

tools like spectrogram analysis, audio recordings, and practice apps. According to Howard and 

Welch (2020, pp. 295), ‘Digital tools enable the tracking of incremental improvements, facilitating a 

more nuanced understanding of student progress.’ These insights inform adjustments to exercises, 

repertoire selection, and performance goals, ensuring alignment with each student’s 

developmental trajectory.

Challenges and Opportunities

Despite their potential, customised programs can be resource-intensive, requiring significant 

teacher training and institutional support. Instructors must be adept at navigating diverse 

pedagogical frameworks, balancing technical instruction with emotional and artistic development. 

Bourne et al. (2020) argue that ‘...the success of customised programs hinges on a teacher’s 

ability to synthesise multiple methodologies into a cohesive teaching strategy…’. 

Drama School Context

In drama schools, customised programs are particularly effective in preparing students for the 

demands of professional musical theatre. These programs often incorporate genre-specific 

training, helping students adapt their vocal techniques to various styles, from classical to 

contemporary and beyond (Davidson et al., 2021). 

An example of this integration is the use of contrasting repertoire to develop versatility. Teachers 

may assign classical art songs alongside contemporary musical theatre pieces, encouraging 

students to apply technical principles across diverse genres while maintaining stylistic integrity 

(Ginsborg and Chaffin, 2021). This approach mirrors the professional requirements of actor-

singers, who must navigate complex vocal demands while embodying character and narrative.

Theme 6: Cultural and Ethical Considerations in Singing Pedagogy

Singing pedagogy, particularly in drama schools, operates within a complex cultural and ethical 

framework. Teachers must consider how cultural contexts, inclusivity, and ethical practices inform 

their methodologies. The tension between reductionist and holistic approaches is often magnified 
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when addressing the diversity of students’ backgrounds and experiences (Westerlund and Karlsen, 

2020). 

Cultural Sensitivity in Vocal Training

Cultural sensitivity is a critical component of effective vocal pedagogy, particularly in diverse 

educational settings. Students bring their unique cultural identities, vocal traditions, and linguistic 

characteristics to the classroom. These factors influence their vocal production, musical 

preferences, and interpretive choices (Baker and Green, 2021). Teachers who fail to consider 

these elements risk imposing Eurocentric or stylistically narrow frameworks, which may alienate 

students or limit their growth. 

Inclusive pedagogical practices, such as incorporating multicultural repertoire and respecting 

diverse vocal traditions, foster a richer learning environment. Westerlund and Karlsen (2020, pp. 

220) highlight that ‘...acknowledging the cultural origins of vocal techniques and styles is not only 

an ethical imperative but also an educational opportunity to expand students’ musical horizons.’

Ethical Issues in Singing Pedagogy

Ethics in vocal pedagogy extend beyond cultural considerations to include issues such as student 

autonomy, vocal health, and the psychological impact of teaching methods. A significant ethical 

challenge arises from the teacher’s authority in shaping students’ voices, which can inadvertently 

reinforce power imbalances (Carey et al., 2021). 

For example, reductionist approaches that prioritise technical precision over individuality may 

unintentionally suppress a student’s authentic vocal identity. Teachers must therefore navigate the 

ethical tension between offering constructive feedback and maintaining respect for students’ artistic 

choices (Perry et al., 2021). As Carey et al. (2021, pp. 235) assert, ‘...pedagogical ethics require a 

balance between professional expertise and the encouragement of student self-expression, even 

when it challenges conventional norms.’

Inclusivity in Drama School Pedagogy

Drama schools often aim to prepare students for professional careers in musical theatre, a field 

characterised by its diverse stylistic demands and cultural influences. To achieve this, teachers 

must embrace inclusivity, not only in repertoire selection but also in their approach to vocal 

technique. This may involve adapting exercises to accommodate different vocal timbres, ranges, 

and stylistic preferences, ensuring that training is accessible to all students (Baker and Green, 

2021). 

Furthermore, ethical pedagogy must address issues of representation. Perry et al. (2021, pp. 84) 

argue that ‘...students from underrepresented groups often face additional barriers in music 

education, including implicit biases and limited access to culturally relevant resources.’ Teachers 
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can counteract these challenges by actively seeking diverse materials and fostering an 

environment where all students feel valued and supported. 

Balancing Reductionism and Holism in Cultural and Ethical Contexts

The interplay between reductionist and holistic methods becomes particularly salient in addressing 

cultural and ethical considerations. Reductionist techniques, such as those focusing on 

standardised vocal exercises, risk being culturally insensitive if applied without adaptation. 

Conversely, holistic methods that integrate students’ cultural contexts can enhance inclusivity and 

relevance. However, achieving this balance requires deliberate effort and awareness on the part of 

the teacher (Westerlund and Karlsen, 2020). 

Drama School Context

In the drama school environment, cultural and ethical considerations intersect with the broader 

goals of preparing students for professional performance. Teachers must equip students with the 

technical and interpretative skills needed to navigate the global musical theatre industry while 

fostering a respect for diverse cultural expressions. This dual responsibility highlights the need for 

pedagogical approaches that are both rigorous and adaptable (Carey et al., 2021). 

One example is the inclusion of repertoire from non-Western musical traditions. Such repertoire 

challenges students to explore new vocal techniques and interpretive frameworks, broadening their 

artistic range. As Baker and Green (2021, pp. 91) note, ‘Integrating diverse musical traditions into 

vocal training not only enriches students’ experiences but also aligns with ethical imperatives for 

inclusivity and representation.’

Discussion and Synthesis

Voice Models: Integrating Technique and Expression

Voice models serve as a critical foundation in singing pedagogy, enabling teachers to address the 

physiological and stylistic needs of their students. However, a reductionist bias often emerges 

when these models are used as static frameworks rather than adaptable guides (Thomson et al., 

2020; Miller, 2022). For instance, exercises focused on breath management or resonance may 

remain isolated from expressive elements, limiting their impact on performance. 

In practice, my observation that teachers rely on a small set of familiar techniques aligns with 

Sundberg’s (2018) findings, where technical drills dominate at the expense of broader integration. 

A genuine holistic approach would require teachers to adapt voice models dynamically, bridging 

technical skills with the student’s emotional and narrative objectives (Brown et al., 2019). This 

adaptation is particularly crucial in drama schools, where vocal technique must support storytelling 

and character development. 
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Psychological and Performance Factors: Beyond Mechanics

The literature highlights a consistent undervaluation of psychological factors in singing pedagogy, 

which is mirrored in my departmental observations. While teachers acknowledge the importance of 

confidence and emotional engagement, they often lack strategies to integrate these elements 

effectively (Davidson and Pitts, 2020). Performance anxiety, for instance, is frequently addressed 

superficially, with advice centring on general reassurance rather than targeted interventions 

(Brodsky, 2017). 

A more holistic approach would embed psychological training into the curriculum, encouraging 

students to explore their emotional connections to the material. Techniques such as reflective 

practice or mindfulness could help students navigate their anxieties while linking technical 

improvements to expressive outcomes (Kao and Witzke, 2020). This aligns with Green’s (2018) 

argument that psychological well-being and vocal technique are inseparable in achieving 

meaningful performances. 

Technology: Opportunities and Limitations

Technological advancements have introduced valuable tools for vocal analysis and training, yet 

their application often reinforces reductionist tendencies. Apps and software designed to monitor 

pitch, dynamics, or resonance often segment these elements into isolated metrics, which teachers 

may prioritise without connecting them to broader musical and performative contexts (Smith, 2021; 

Brown et al., 2019). 

Conversely, technology’s potential to support holistic teaching is significant when integrated 

thoughtfully. Tools like spectrograms or biofeedback devices can illustrate the interplay between 

vocal technique and physical sensation, fostering a deeper understanding of how technical 

adjustments impact overall performance (Harrison, 2020). By contextualising technological data 

within the narrative and emotional goals of a piece, teachers can move beyond mere technical 

correction to enhance holistic learning. 

Feedback Techniques: Enabling Reflective Growth

Feedback is a cornerstone of effective pedagogy, yet the dominant reliance on critique-based 

methods often limits its potential. In my department, feedback primarily focuses on identifying 

errors, reflecting a reductionist bias. This approach, while effective for addressing immediate 

issues, risks overlooking the broader developmental needs of students (Hattie and Timperley, 

2007). 

A more collaborative approach to feedback, as suggested by Green et al. (2018), encourages 

students to engage actively with their learning process. For example, prompting students to 

articulate their challenges before offering feedback fosters self-awareness and ownership, aligning 



Student number: 2224781 Peter Dodsworth

BMPF 7013      Page 30 of 39

with holistic teaching principles. Such methods not only address technical gaps but also empower 

students to connect technical skills with their expressive and artistic intentions. 

Cultural and Ethical Considerations: Expanding the Lens

The importance of cultural and ethical awareness in singing pedagogy cannot be overstated. 

Teachers’ implicit biases, such as an overemphasis on Western classical techniques, can limit 

students’ exploration of diverse vocal traditions (Akbar and Singh, 2021). In my department, this 

manifests as a narrow focus on familiar techniques, which may inadvertently marginalise students 

from different cultural backgrounds. 

Addressing these challenges requires systemic change. Workshops on cultural competency and 

curriculum designs that include non-Western vocal traditions can broaden teachers’ and students’ 

perspectives, promoting inclusivity and diversity (Jones et al., 2020). By embedding cultural and 

ethical considerations into teaching practices, educators can create a more equitable and holistic 

learning environment. 

Conclusion

This study explored the complexities of reductionist and holistic approaches in singing pedagogy at 

drama schools, focusing on how teaching biases influence vocal training effectiveness. Key 

themes such as voice models, psychological and performance factors, technology, and feedback 

techniques were examined to understand how singing pedagogy can be modernised. While 

reductionist techniques are essential for technical foundations, they may limit emotional and 

expressive development if not balanced with holistic methods.

Reductionist approaches, focusing on technical aspects like breath control and pitch accuracy, are 

necessary for building a strong technical foundation (McKinney, 2005). However, over-reliance on 

these methods can separate vocal technique from emotional expression, hindering performance 

integration (Titze, 2012). Many teachers, despite aiming for a holistic approach, often revert to 

reductionist methods, stalling the development of a truly integrated pedagogy (Miller, 2018).

Holistic approaches, which integrate emotional, psychological, and technical elements, are vital for 

developing well-rounded performers. These methods foster a connection between vocal technique 

and emotional expression, crucial for musical theatre (Sundberg, 2018; Harrison, 2016). However, 

many teachers struggle to fully embrace holistic methods due to underlying reductionist tendencies 

(Girod, 2006). 

Psychological and emotional factors also significantly impact vocal development. Performance 

anxiety, self-confidence, and self-expression are critical to effective training and should be 

integrated into pedagogy (Girod, 2006). However, many pedagogical practices still focus primarily 

on technical aspects, neglecting emotional components (Davidson, 2012). Addressing these 
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psychological elements can help students connect more deeply with their material and enhance 

performance authenticity.

Technology can enhance both vocal health and performance by providing real-time feedback, 

supporting both technical and holistic training (Sundberg, 2013). However, it should complement, 

not replace, the teacher-student relationship (Sundberg, 2001). Similarly, feedback techniques 

should balance technical precision with emotional and narrative expression (Girod, 2006).

Cultural and ethical considerations are increasingly important in vocal pedagogy. Teachers must 

respect cultural diversity and adapt methods to create an inclusive learning environment 

(Davidson, 2012). A culturally sensitive approach fosters a broader, more inclusive educational 

experience, allowing students to develop their unique vocal identities.

In conclusion, a balanced approach integrating both reductionist and holistic methods is essential 

for effective vocal pedagogy. By incorporating emotional expression, psychological well-being, and 

personal growth into technical training, teachers can create a more comprehensive learning 

environment. The future of vocal pedagogy lies in synthesising these approaches, fostering a more 

integrated and adaptable system for developing performers.
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