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‘Critically evaluate a range of methodical approaches, research designs, and research methods appropriate to gather data from complex work-based settings, with due consideration to research ethics and issues of insider research.’
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I am a singing teacher employed by two performing arts colleges, and a co-educational boarding school. I am also seeking to become a researcher in the field of vocal pedagogy. 
This essay will explore factors concerning the researcher interested in music education, such as philosophical background, ethical concerns and methodology. 

Ontological perspectives

Initially, a researcher should consider their ontological stand point which is fundamental to why a particular topic for research has been chosen. Gray (2009, p 17) calls ontology the “nature of existence”, but ontology is also an examination of what constitutes the truth and if there are multiple truths. At one end the spectrum a realist, using the positivist paradigm would say that there is only one truth and this must be proved by rigorous experimentation (Walliman, 2001, p 15). Popper (1968) however, said that a theory can only be refuted, never proved. The black and white ontology of positivism has been prevalent in recent years due to the emergence of voice science, but it does not explain why people sing, how it makes them feel and only partially assists in facilitating voice teachers in the studio. 

At the other end of the ontological spectrum is relativism, which is a view that the nature of existence is a social construct and as such, there are multiple truths (Walliman, 2001). Objectivist ontology, as defined by Gray (2009, p18) suggests that ‘the truth exists independently of consciousness’. Objectivist research aims to find the objective truth and so a positivist approach connects to this ontology. Studies into psycho acoustics (Howell, 2016), could be seen to follow the objectivist perspective (Gray, 2009). Scientific methods and instruments were used in this study, but the researcher believed that though truth is to be striven for, no definitive answer can yet be found. A pragmatic ontology accepts both realist and relativist standpoints, but is more concerned with effecting change (Kelly and Cordeiro, 2020).

Theoretical perspectives

Under the heading of interpretivism are: symbolic interaction, phenomenology, realism, hermeneutics, Verstehen and naturalistic inquiry (van der Walt, 2020) (Schwandt, 1998). 
I will explore the methodologies of phenomenology and hermeneutics later on in this essay.

Symbolic interactionism posits that the meanings of objects and occurrences are arrived at by individuals (Carter, Montes Alvarado, 2019). These meanings can be further defined by discussion with others and are subject to change as the result of continued thought and interaction. Researchers must study the participant’s evolution using methodologies such as grounded theory or ethnography. This theoretical perspective is relevant to the studio setting as it could be said that the student evolves as a result of their interaction with their teacher. A student singer’s perspective is also altered by collaboration with professional accompanists, or by feedback from an audition panel, adjudicator or examiner. Symbolic interactionism, could, therefore, form a theoretical framework for a research study into student development during singing lessons.
Realism relies on the belief that the scientific view of the world is true, as it is constructed from evidence based experimental outcomes (Chia, 2002). Where this belief system differs from the positivist approach, is that it accepts that some truths may change as the result of new discoveries and interventions (Rycroft-Malone et al. 2012) or that one’s initial perception of facts may be illusory. There may also be undiscoverable truths due to scientific and technological limitations. This acceptance that empirical research may be fallible and that mankind still has answers to find seems to me a sensible philosophy. One only has to look at the impact of Copernicus and Galileo to see that ideas must be reviewed and revised. The field of quantum mechanics is constantly making us rethink our ideas about the universe. An insider researcher may discover that a hypothesis needs to be adapted as a result of experimental outcomes and should be open to emergent truths.

The research paradigm

The philosophical idea of a research paradigm was first proposed by Kuhn (1962) and Lincoln and Guber (1985) delineated it into four distinct areas: ontology, epistemology, axiology and methodology. Ontology, as previously explained, is concerned with the existential, whereas epistemology examines the source of our knowledge. Beliefs may be the result of academic study, experimentation, life experience, logical reasoning, intuition or religious dogma (Slavin,1984). Axiology deals with what the researcher values and will influence which research projects are initiated. Topics of study can be approached from divergent perspectives, depending on the inherent values of the researcher (Killam, 2013). The axiology of a research project will also influence the methodology, for example an ethnographic study may be undertaken by a Marxist leaning researcher (Manuel, 2019). Qualitative research, using case studies, may be undertaken by feminist researchers (Curtis,1996).  Dean (2018) suggested some helpful considerations for a would-be researcher to establish their axiology: context, values, focus, what claims are made following the study and what suggestions are made for the practitioner. 

My own context is one of vocal practitioner and therefore insider researcher. My philosophical values are that every student should be facilitated in their quest for vocal efficiency (Harris, 2021). My specific topic for study will be one that aims to aid my students on a fundamental level so a methodology of action research would be appropriate. 

Examples of paradigms

As previously outlined, paradigms encompass the researcher’s idea of reality (ontology); the origin of their beliefs (epistemology); their values (axiology) and their intended research process (methodology). Paradigms, can therefore fundamentally shape research. I will now explain a selection of paradigms that have been used as theoretical frameworks.

Positivism is a science-based paradigm, whereby experimentation aims to prove a hypothesis of a truth which is absolute. Rock (2018) contends that a good scientific hypothesis is one that can be falsifiable. If the original hypothesis is vague; there can be no definitive outcome from scientific enquiry; or results can be explained by an alternative theory, then the motive for undertaking the study would be questionable.
The positivist approach was evident in a study that utilised computer analysis to test twang quality at low and high pitches (Saldias et al, 2020).

Post positivists believe that the truth can evolve over time. A study by Harris (1992) considers schools to be social constructs; an idea closer to critical theory. Abrahams (2005) suggests that music education is the ideal platform for self-discovery in that an individual should be free to investigate their own musical heritage. In this way a broadening and diversity of styles can flourish. 

Constructivism assumes that reality is the creation of the individual and therefore, there are many truths. Constructivism and objectivism originated from the Parmenidean philosophy of ‘being’ (Gray, 2009). A study into how the repetitive nature of songs could facilitate learning in science (Ramos, Caag and Galoyo, 2020), found that the use of songs concentrated the minds of students on the topic. A constructivist approach, where students were encouraged to ask questions and find their own answers and evidence, was hoped to encourage critical thinking.

Subjectivism is where the participant’s reality frames their world view. This paradigm originates from the Heraclitean ontology of evolution (Gray, 2009). Initially, this seemed to me an alien concept. However, reading about this from the perspective of a researcher into vocal training (Zhong, 2015), it made sense that the reality of the student singer should be paramount. 

The interpretivist paradigm encompasses the relativist view of multiple truths that are dependent on context and the experience of the individual. If the note C is sung in an A minor chord and sustained whilst the chord modulates to C major, the pitch will seem flat unless the note is adjusted. The pitch of the note as experienced by the singer and the listener, is relative to the chord and in effect, there are different versions of C. This is due to the interplay of the harmonics of each note in the chord (McDermott and Oxenham, 2008).
Interpretivism asserts that natural and social science are two distinct things and should be studied using different methods; it shares its epistemology with constructivism (Lincoln and Guba, 1994). 

Methodologies

I have previously explored a variety of paradigms and will now investigate differing research models, framed by the methodologies that underpin them. 

Grounded Theory does not start with a question but gathers data, until saturation is reached. Truth is revealed from the accumulated evidence (Chun Tie, Birks and Francis, 2019). Three focus groups were used to accumulate evidence in a study into music and mental wellbeing (Warran, Fancourt and Wiseman, 2018), using grounded theory as a methodology.

Phenomenology is an inductive process whereby information is gathered and analysed to form a qualitative research profile of the participant (Lester, 1999). Phenomenology follows the constructivist paradigm, and aims to build a picture from the view point of the participant (Pilarska, 2021). A phenomenon is discovered and the researcher investigates why and how it occurred, and the thought processes that brought it into being. The consequences of the phenomenon are also examined by way of inductive reasoning.  Phenomenology links to the reflective cycle of inductive and deductive research recommended by Dewey (1933). If there is no initial happening, just an ongoing situation, then there is no starting point for analysis. Dewey said that only when there is a break in the habitual, can thought occur. In the studio setting, a spontaneous occurrence such as a student discovering whistle register (Keilmann and Michek,1993), without guidance from the teacher, would be a phenomenon. Subsequent reflection by teacher and student, would be a process aligned with phenomenology. A phenomenological research study differs from this, in that it would require prior planning.  

Hermeneutics was initially a study of biblical texts and their symbolism (George, 2020). It now encompasses literature, artefacts and events, constituting both the author’s intention
and the reception of the audience (George, 2020). ‘Central to hermeneutics is the idea of a conversation’ (Costley, Elliott and Gibbs 2010, p 88). A study that analysed the meaning and effect of gestures made by participants in a music therapy setting, used hermeneutics as a methodology (Jakubiak, 2013). Hermeneutics, is defined be a subjective view of data, so it is possible that one researcher’s findings may not be consistent with another’s.

Ethnographical studies were first developed by anthropologists in an attempt to understand indigenous peoples (Goetz and LeCompte, 1984). It was thought that the viewpoint of the subjects could be better appreciated by integration of the researcher. A study by Mortimer (2018) enabled the researcher to fully experience the feelings of being in a choir. This type of project requires inclusivity on the part of the researched community and is a lengthier process than an empirical study. Alternatively, a society can be viewed objectively form a distance, without interference by interaction (Burn, 2011). This strategy is not pertinent to my own research, as the singing teacher and student are on an unequal footing in terms of training, therefore their experiences will differ. Additionally, singing lessons are one-to-one so detached observation is impractical.

‘Not a methodology in itself’ (Costley, Elliott and Gibbs, 2010, p 89), case study research uses a mixed methods approach to ascertain the causes that link phenomena to situation. The researcher must combine data originating from divergent sources, often using the focus of a ‘theoretical position’ (Gray, 2009, p247) for cohesion. Case studies are largely deductive therefore, and offer a multi-faceted solution to a research question. Gray (2009, p 247) suggests that case studies provide answers to “how” or “why” questions whilst surveys are concerned with “who, “what” and “where”. For example, a survey could determine how many students with English as a second language, are taught by the voice faculty of a college, whereas a case study might determine the impact of this on the teachers. The reliability of the case study approach has been questioned in terms of generalisation, but repetition and comparison can provide more definitive answers (Yin, 2003b). Comparison of two case studies using deductive and inductive reasoning is problematic, as with the inductive process, the focus shifts as new data is produced (Perry, 1998). Gray (2009, p259), citing Yin (2003b), suggests that there are six “sources of evidence”, “documents, records, interviews, direct observation, participant observation and artefacts”. A study into music and wellbeing in Japan (Murphey, 2014) used this methodology. As wellbeing is a state of mind, it is not measurable other than by qualitative means. Case studies have been considered an ideal methodology for research into music education (Conway, Pellegrino and West, 2019)
 
Action research is a useful methodology for a pragmatist researcher and seeks to bring about change. It encompasses a four-stage approach of ‘plan, do, study, act’ (Costley, Elliott and Gibbs 2010 p 88), fitting the ideology of John Dewey (1933). Teachers are pragmatical in that they aim to nurture and develop their students rather than simply generate, accumulate and analyse data. Action research can be contentious however, and suspicion and resistance from colleagues and superiors can inhibit the process. It can therefore involve complex ethical issues which I will examine later in this essay. An example of action research that used mixed methods, was a study that aimed to improve the quality and range of songs in primary school music lessons (Yildiz, Karakelle, Özer, 2019). 

Mixed methods design follows the pragmatist paradigm, utilising methods that are considered the most suitable, depending on the research situation. Mixed methodology seeks to answer two research questions simultaneously and provide a comprehensive conclusion (Morse, 2010). A Mixed methods approach was used by Thompson et al. (2021), to provide a multifaceted view of participants. The researchers found that previous quantitative studies, did not provide context. 

Insider research

Insider research is carried out by members of an organisation, of which the researchers are often employees. In contrast to an interloper, they will have background knowledge and access (Fleming, 2018). Studies of this kind often use action research as a methodology.
Action research, according to Hart and Bond (1995), has seven constituent aspects. They suggest that action research: 
· is pedagogic and instructional
· concerns members within a society 
· aims to remedy situations and provide a way forward  
· suggests implementing improvement 
· intervenes in existing practices  
· constitutes a pattern of study, practice and reflection 
· positions researchers equally as subjects and catalysts 

Ethical concerns in insider research

Studies commissioned by a third party, must be carefully approached by the researcher to avoid bias, and examined for motive, gain and repercussions (Ryan, Brady, Cooke et al, 1979). A commissioning university will require that research is of sufficient academic worth, and likely to expand existing knowledge. The complete well-being of the participants must always be paramount and risk assessments should be carried out in advance. Informed consent (Ryan, Brady, Cooke et al. 1979) must be given and the participants’ right to withdraw from the study must be upheld. Anonymity of the participants and security of all data must be ensured. Safeguarding protocols within an establishment must be followed and permission of parents and guardians sought if the participants are minors. Participants should not feel enjoined by institutional hierarchy; the researcher must not exert emotional pressure or be overly persuasive. 

Before commencing my own research, student participants will need to know  
· what the study is 
· that their participation is voluntary
· that I have the consent of the college principles 
· that the college’s safeguarding protocols will be followed
· that their anonymity is assured
· how long their participation will be and if any follow up will be needed  
· whom the research is aimed at assisting
· who will have access to the research data
· where and how data will be stored and secured.


Bias 

Studies can be inadvertently biased due to power disparities in insider research. A student may want to appease the practitioner researcher with answers they believe to be desired, rather than their own truth. Researchers may zealously record data that supports their hypothesis whilst minimising contradictory evidence (Simundić, 2013). A randomised sample of participants, if too small, might unintentionally produce a skewed result. Participants drawn from the most convenient rather than the most diverse population might produce a less generalisable sample, and hence result. Researchers must give convincing reasons
why one particular group is chosen rather than another particularly where gender, sexual orientation, ethnicity and religion are concerned. 


Quantitative Research

A quantitative approach involves devising a research model that produces quantifiable figures and data, that can form the basis for statistical analysis. Walliman (2001, p 10) asserts that there are patterns to be discovered, measurable effects, and that “events have causes.” Citing Cohen and Manion (1994) he posits that there are five fundamental ideas underpinning scientific research. These are that, 
· there is some kind of order in the universe; 
· that everyone has the same idea of what constitutes reality; 
· people perceive things the same way; 
· that concepts, can be summed up in an eloquent phrase; 
· and that generalisation between similar cases can take place.
Quantitative models can be used in acoustic analysis, comparisons of fMRI scans, and any test that involves a fixed-parameters (Kob et al. 2011).

Qualitative Research
Qualitative research can be used to measure people’s experiences and is of necessity, subjective. It follows the ontology of relativism and suggests that the truth is a social construct (Walliman, 2001). Phenomenology, ethnographic and hermeneutic methodologies can form the framework for this kind of research. Qualitative methods differ from laboratory based, empirical studies, and data is frequently generated over time. Often, no definitive answer is gleaned from studies, only a greater understanding of the participant. Data can only be measured during the test period, but the circumstances and experiences of the participants, will be ongoing. Studies can be repeated at intervals and compared to produce a generalisation. 

Qualitative versus quantitative research 

Any empirical study will be governed by a strict set of rules so that results can be compared directly and clear inferences drawn from resulting data (Marsden and Wright, 2010). Conclusions from this kind of research can carry a lot of weight as they have the five elements of order, external reality, reliability, parsimony and generality (Cohen and Manion 1994). This model has drawbacks when considering social studies as it only deals with verifiable evidence not with personal experience or emotion. It can tell you scientifically whether whistle quality is being produced based on spectrographic analysis, but not how to teach someone to do it (Keilmann and Michek,1993). Qualitative research follows the relativist ontology and is linked to the constructivist paradigm. Quantitative research follows the realist ontology and is linked to the objectivist paradigm (Gray, 2009). Quantitative researchers aim to distance themselves emotionally and sometimes physically to maintain their objectivity. The perspective of the participant is of importance to the qualitative researcher, so they are less detached. Quantitative results tend to be inductive, with theories emerging as data is gathered and analysed. 

Quantitative results usually take the form or numbers and charts, whereas qualitative findings are often textual (Streefkerk, 2019). Quantitative models frequently start with a hypothesis which the study seeks to verify and is therefore deductive whereas qualitative research tends to be inductive, with theories emerging as data is gathered and analysed. 

Qualitative methods, have been criticised by researchers following a positivist paradigm. This is because when results are measured using the methods employed by natural science, they seem inconclusive as the evidence is subjective (Walliman, 2001). Qualitative researchers argue that what they are investigating cannot be quantified as they are studying the reality experienced by the research participants. They are therefore following a relativist ontology (Goetz and LeCompte, 1984). I will now explore some of the methods used in qualitative research models.

Methods

As previously mentioned, qualitative research is concerned with finding underlying causes by investigating human experience. As such, methods involve interaction and observation of the participants (Jamshed, 2014). For example, the opinion of the participant might be sought, rather than their physical characteristics scrutinised. Here are some methods employed in qualitative models, together with examples and consideration of their pros and cons.

Questionnaires provide specific data about a participant, whereas surveys investigate the mood of a wider populous, producing a trend (Walliman, 2001). 
These types of study require a deep understanding of the topic by the researcher, in order to formulate pertinent and sufficiently detailed questions. The practitioner as insider researcher, would have the relevant knowledge for this type of research. Questionnaires formed the basis of a research programme about singing and feelings of social inclusion. The questions were posed after a long study of primary aged children in the government’s ‘Sing up’ programme (Welch et al. 2014). The drawback of surveys, is that one cannot necessarily rely on the truthfulness of the respondents. Society is increasingly inundated with surveys, so there can be a reluctance for people to take part. The quantity of data produced in these studies can be substantial, and the analysis phase lengthy. A pilot stage is desirable to get feedback, on whether the questions are understandable, relatable, general and likely to result in a usable answer (Mathers, Fox and Hunn, 2007). Use of the Likert scale may facilitate the structure of a survey (Vagias, 2006). It is easy to circulate surveys and questionnaires and unlike unstructured interviews, the questions are standardised, so directly comparable. 

Interviews allow the researcher some insight into the thoughts and experiences of the participant. A skilled researcher, might note the facial expressions, tone of voice and delivery of the answers and be able to derive some emotional context. This method is more likely used in qualitative studies and follows the constructivist paradigm. 

A structured interview may aim to answer similar questions to a survey or questionnaire, but as the respondent is in the same room as the researcher a different dynamic is at play. There is less of a feeling of anonymity so the participant might feel self-conscious about responding truthfully to personal questions. Equally the participant might take a survey less seriously and either skip questions or provide fatuous answers. I will discuss ethical issues and bias later in this essay.

A semi structured interview allows more leeway for the participant to answer in their own way or to elaborate. This can provide answers that the researcher might not have envisaged but each interview is likely to take longer as a result of this freedom. The resulting data will be less directly comparable than the answers in the structured interview due to its more free- form nature. An example of this type of study, was one that used semi structured interviews with self-styled musical and non-musical participants, to discover what led these individuals to group themselves thus (Ruddock, 2017).
Focus groups are used in qualitative research and this method is aligned to the constructivist paradigm (Freeman, 2006). The multiple perspectives of the sampled group are documented by the study and the researcher can additionally witness the interaction between participants. Opposing opinions and strength of feeling are apparent during a discussion, so a researcher can assess the pros and cons of a situation quickly. This said, it is vital to take accurate minutes, which can be difficult if the meeting is lively, and have these agreed by all attendees. Recordings can be made and transcribed but this is an ethical concern and must be approached with caution, first seeking the consent of all attendees. Copies of the transcripts would then need to be given to the group for them to agree.

Observation is a method used in both quantitative and qualitative research. In an empirical study, participants may be observed in a controlled situation during an experiment. In an ethnographic study an indigenous population might be observed over a year in a longitudinal model, and qualitative data produced (Blaxter, Hughes and Tight, 1998). Although the method is the same, the participants are controlled in the empirical study, and left to behave naturally in the ethnographic. Observation follows the objectivist paradigm and a major drawback is that two researchers may have opposing opinions on what they have witnessed  (Blaxter, Hughes and Tight, 1998).

Documents such as census forms, registers, diaries, and records are often used in research. Permission must be sought from their keeper, but the study of this form of data allows the researcher to work at an objective distance from the subjects.

Experiments are devised to gather quantitative data as I have previously explained. 

There are several methods of sampling, but due to the scope of this essay, I will explain two. Randomised sampling considers every member of a population as a possible participant. Stratified sampling seeks to select a controlled cross section of a group, thus ensuring the widest possible range of views and experiences (Parsons, 2017).

In summary, the views of the researcher will form a research paradigm that will determine the focus of their study, unless they are being employed by a third party. The methodology, whether qualitative or quantitative, will depend on the type of data that needs to be collected. A positivist approach will use quantitative methodology to produce results that are measurable and falsifiable. An interpretative stance, will mean that qualitative methods will likely be used to discover the views of the participants. Insider researchers have specialist knowledge which can be utilised in study designs to devise detailed surveys and questionnaires. Focus groups are useful in organisations to find a collective solution or new framework. Action research employing mixed methods, provides measurable data and context, that enable the pragmatist researcher to make recommendations to solve real world problems. 

When I consider my own paradigm, my views align with pragmatism as I see the merits of both realism and relativism ontologically. My epistemology comes from my own experiences as a singer; discoveries from my studio; conversations with other teachers; books I have read and scientific papers I have studied. My axiology is one of vocal practitioner and I am drawn to research that helps my students find the fastest most effective route to success. Action research would, therefore, by my chosen methodology. Depending on the questions that I want to find the answers to, I will likely need to employ a range of methods. Claims following my study, may be that the problems my students face are generalisable, so a solution by way of a study framework could be useful beyond my own studio. 
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