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Professional Context 

As a teacher, I work mainly with adolescent and semi-professional female singers. My area of interest is in training singers to have a solid understanding of technique and to have the ability to sing in a healthy way without causing vocal damage. I am particularly interested in how classical and musical theatre singers are being taught to project their voices and how students are taught and treated in education establishments. I have had years of experience teaching in mainly the preparatory and public-school systems and many of my singers go on to study at UK Conservatoires and musical theatre colleges. 
Within this essay, I will establish my ontological and epistemological position by comparing several viewpoints. I will then discuss the positivist, interpretivist and pragmatic paradigms. From this, I will explore the methodological approaches of quantitative, qualitative, hermeneutic, mixed methods and grounded theory research and will then look at three research methods- case study, interviews and focus groups. Following this, I will briefly touch on the ethics of researching within education settings and insider research before giving a conclusion. 

Ontology

Ontology is ‘the study of being, that is, the nature of existence’ (Gray, 2004, p. 16). Burrell and Morgan’s analysis in Cohen et al’s ‘Research Method’s in Education’ (2008) divides the ontological viewpoints into two categories: objectivism and subjectivism. Objectivism is goal oriented with the world existing in one way whereas subjectivism suggests that people interpret the world in different ways (Cohen et al. 2017).
Within the vocal teaching profession, there are many researchers that are of the objectivist viewpoint and a lot of research is undertaken that has a clear goal in mind with researchers aiming to prove the efficacy of a subject or comment on the importance of issues (Santos, 2019; del Mar Ropero Rendón et al. 2018). My ontological position is more subjectivist/idealist in the fact that I believe different students interpret information in different ways and there is not necessarily a set way of teaching. I believe in the postmodern perspective that ‘truth does not exist absolutely but can only be understood as social construction local to a specific context’ (Campanario and Yost, 2017, p. 5).  For those vocal pedagogues that teach in a holistic way, the current lean towards purely scientific research could be seen to juxtapose their viewpoints as holistic teachers may adjust their teaching methods for each individual student (Hunt, 1976). An objective viewpoint may be more beneficial when navigating subjects such as vocal health research, a topic where ultimately, the patient is wanting to gain a set answer or diagnosis. Teaching projection can depend on multiple underlying factors other than just technique so in this case, a subjectivist approach could be more practical. 
Ultimately, there is no right or wrong answer with the ontological viewpoint chosen for research. It is worth bearing in mind that the ontology chosen can alter the way that a research project is conducted and ultimately, the results that may be presented. 

Epistemology

Epistemology is ‘the study of knowledge, asking questions such as: “what is knowledge?” and “how do we know something?” (Couper in Kobayashi, 2020). Personal epistemology refers to the beliefs a person may have about how their knowledge has developed and the process that they have been through to know this (Bråten in Peterson et al. 2010).
In terms of my own epistemological position, I do believe that I am more of an Idealist. Idealism ‘maintains that the view of the world that we see around us is the creation of the mind’ (Walliman, 2005, p. 15). This deals more with perceptions of reality instead of there being concrete evidence. Within the teaching profession, our students learn from their own experiences and their perceptions of what we say as teachers. However, this is not to say that a subjectivist viewpoint is not helpful as science drives a lot of our research and understanding of what we do as voice teachers such as in our knowledge of anatomy and how the vocal tract works. 
Easterby-Smith et al (1991) suggests that identifying an epistemological perspective can be beneficial for research because it helps to overcome issues and will help a researcher to understand the types of designs and which ones will work well for their research. 
de Jong and Ferguson-Hessler (1996) place knowledge into four categories: situational, conceptual, procedural and strategic. They suggest that we may have pre-existing knowledge of a topic. Although I teach in an Idealist way, there are a lot of aspects to my training and teaching which is led by science and fits more with a subjectivist viewpoint. 




Paradigms  

Paradigms set down the ‘intent, motivation and expectations for research’ (Mackenzie and Knipe, 2006, p. 3). Within science, paradigms are ‘the consensual set of beliefs and practices that guide a field’ (Morgan, 2007, p. 49). Like ontology, there is a spectrum of paradigms from positivist through to constructivist. A pragmatic paradigm allows researchers to use whatever method is most suited to their research, allowing slightly more flexibility. 

Positivism ‘relies on the hypothetico- deductive method to verify a priori hypotheses that are often stated quantitatively, where functional relationships can be derived between casual and explanatory factors (independent variables) and outcomes (dependent variables)’ (Park et al. 2020, p. 690). It assumes that there is one reality, and that research is precise and scientific. There is no room for bias in positivism and values of researchers and participants must not influence its development (Park et al. 2020). Research tends to focus on quantitative data as this has no room for interpretation. For researchers who come from a scientific background, a positivist approach might work best as the science can be backed up with mathematical facts and figures. A positivist approach may not work for everyone however as some people would rather share personal experiences and opinions which would work better with an interpretivist paradigm. 

Interpretivism has a ‘relativist’ ontological perspective and suggests that there is no single reality or truth (Ryan, 2018). This is my preferred paradigm as within my own teaching practice, I find that each student is an individual and that some teaching styles work better for some than others. Within research, an interpretivist paradigm would allow for a broader set of results however some might find that this loses the scientific accuracy and precision needed for research such as in that of a positivist paradigm. There is still a very strong viewpoint that positivist researchers provide a high quality of validity and reliability (Cohen et al. 2017) and that interpretivist research is subjective with outcomes affected by the researcher’s own interpretation and belief system (Mack, 2010). 

‘The essence of a pragmatic ontology is actions and change; humans acting in a world which is in a constant state of becoming’ (Goldkuhl, 2012, p.7). The pragmatic approach is often associated with mixed-methods research. Within vocal pedagogy, teachers aim to see positive changes in their students so it is very possible that this paradigm would be beneficial to a vocal teacher. Pragmatism highlights the importance of knowledge which would complement the science-led practitioners’ approach to research. 
Pragmatism also rejects any ideas that researchers must work with extreme contrasts and allows researchers to move away from the focus of context or generality (Tran, 2017). Knowledge from pragmatist research can easily be transferred to multiple settings. Ultimately, pragmatism ‘breaks the boundary between positivist and constructivist, and creates a connection between them when looking for what is meaningful from both’ (Shannon-Baker, 2015). 

Research methods

The research methods that we ultimately decide to use, frame the way in which our research takes place. It is important to understand the difference between quantitative and qualitative/mixed methods research before undertaking a research project. 
‘Quantitative research generates statistics through the use of large-scale survey research’ (Dawson, 2009, p. 15). Qualitative research ‘explores attitudes, behaviour and experiences through such methods as interviews or focus groups. It attempts to get an in-depth opinion from participants’ (Dawson, 2009, p. 14). Both research methods have their strengths and weaknesses, and Dawson (2009) suggests that it is important to trust our instincts when choosing the best research methodology for our research. 

Quantitative approach

Goertzen (2017, p. 12) labels the six key characteristics of quantitative research as being the following:
· Dealing with numbers to assess information
· Data can be measured and quantified
· It aims to be objective
· Findings can be evaluated using statistical analysis
· It represents complex problems through variables
· Results can be summarised, compared, or generalised

Quantitative data could be seen as slightly more restrictive as it can only be assessed in numerical form and percentages. This is more challenging if you are not mathematically minded and is harder to describe a participant’s feelings. Attitudes and beliefs are not often found in quantitative data (Sukamolson, 2007). However, we could shape questions to ask pupils to rate their experiences and feelings on a scale which would allow research into this area. We do however lose the subtleties of qualitative research and the personal responses that we could get in detail. Quantitative data would work well on a mass scale for example if wanting to identify key characteristics of vocal students in an entire school, but quantitative data allows for more in-depth detail based on individual case studies. 
One study by Donahue et al (2014) used quantitative data from questionnaires over a ten-year period to assess vocal health in undergraduate vocalists. 180 participants were used which is a trait of quantitative research whereas qualitative research tends to focus on a smaller number of participants. The data was entered into a database which calculated mean values and frequency counts of data. Results were presented in pie charts and tables. Within the analysis, the researchers used percentages to show the volume of participants experiencing certain issues. This study was clear to understand and was presented well. The findings revealed that there is a high potential for vocal health issues in collegiate-level singers and provided the reader with a vast amount of data that could be researched further. Reading this study has changed my viewpoint of quantitative research as this is a lot clearer to interpret than with qualitative data. One flaw in this study, however, is that it did not show the personal feelings of participants or understand what additional factors may have caused these issues. For this reason, mixed method research might work better by researching in a qualitative way but presenting the findings in quantitative charts and tables. 

Qualitative approach

Qualitative research relates to the behaviours of people within the social world (Anderson, 2010). 

There are many strengths to qualitative research and one of these is the level of detail that can be achieved through this style of research (Hoepfl, 1997). Interviews are not restricted to specific questions and researchers have the time and ability to redirect these questions. Ultimately, this means that the researcher can achieve subtleties and complex answers about the research topic with plenty of data gathered (Gill et al, 2008). 
Because of this volume of data, the actual process can often be more time consuming than quantitative research and the analysis of this data is also time consuming (Jirwe, 2011). One of the greatest weaknesses with the qualitative approach is one that is out of the researcher’s control. Qualitative research is often not as well accepted within the research community. Reviewers are gatekeepers for deciding what research gets published (Primack et al. 2019) so if they are not in favour of your research, it is difficult to get these studies viewed by readers. 

Despite these obstacles, the level of depth achieved from qualitative research is helpful for achieving a detailed understanding of the topic of research so it is possible that the middle ground of mixed methods approach may be more beneficial for getting this detailed research seen and approved by reviewers. 

Mixed methods approach

Mixed methods research is becoming more widely recognised with funding becoming more readily available and the popularity of this style of research increasing. A mixed methods approach involves ‘research in which the investigator collects and analyses data, integrates the findings and draws inferences using both qualitative and quantitative approaches or methods in a single study’ (Tashakkori and Cresswell, 2007, pp 4). 
Bergman (2011) believes that the mixing of both quantitative and qualitative perspectives can strengthen research however Johnson and Onwuegbuzie (2007) suggest that this style of research often blurs the philosophical position of the researcher so that the research becomes unclear. 
This is a time-consuming process as firstly, mixed methods research can require additional time due to needing to analyse two types of data (Cresswell and Plano Clark, 2011) but also because additional researchers are often needed as very few people have training in both quantitative and qualitative research (McKim, 2017).
Overall, mixed methods could be helpful by focusing on the usefulness of both quantitative and qualitative paradigms and maximising both of their strengths whilst minimising weaknesses (Doyle et al, 2009). 

Research designs

Phenomenology 

Phenomenological research ‘operates with the assumption that there is an essence to an experience that is shared with others who have also had that experience’ (Marshall and Rossman, 2011, p.20). One study by Sweet (2015) studied the adolescent changing voice in a phenomenological way. Before Sweet started their study, they wrote an account of past and present experiences that could affect the way that they interpreted data and their findings which addressed the issue of bias. Sweet found that this recollection was personal and could not be seen as generic towards the study. Sweet used open-ended questions for participants to write responses to a week before undertaking individual interviews. Interviews were open ended with audio recordings taken of discussion and follow up questions taking place. After these interviews took place, the findings were coded, and key words were highlighted. I feel that this is a strong way of conducting research as it really is led by the participants. For me, singing is so personal and when discussing experiences, no individual singer has the same journey. This method is quite time consuming however and relies on open individuals to gain a positive response and enough data to analyse. 

Case study

Case study as a research methodology was intended to ‘focus on a particular issue, feature or unit of analysis’ (Noor, 2008, p. 1602). It is a more holistic way of undergoing research and although it may not always be scientific, it can offer a rounder picture of events as more sources of evidence are used (Noor, 2008). Flyvbjerg (2006), suggests that a general view of case study research is that the researcher is generalising from only one case instead of various viewpoints. It is possible that this view is not generic since case studies offer the researcher to get more in-depth information from a subject and it therefore becomes more personal (Eisenhardt, 1989).
Case studies are particularly useful for turning client observations into data that can be used and interpreted as facts. However, due to the nature of case studies, they are more open to unconscious bias. From a practical point of view, case studies are easy to facilitate and are relatively inexpensive so might be easy to use within an educational setting. The only issue with this is that using a smaller sample size does not reach as many people and the data collected this way is quite lengthy to analyse. 

Hermeneutics

Hermeneutics is the ‘art of interpretation’ (Kakkori, 2009, p. 22). Within this research methodology, bracketing is used as a strategy in order to avoid bias and suspend beliefs before documenting them (Dowling, 2004). A hermeneutic research project should remain open, and we should avoid passing our own views to the subjects of our research. Gadamer (1989) suggested that being aware of our biases is essential in this process. This would possibly help to gain more scientific data than a case study research methodology which is open to more bias. Hermeneutic research tends to focus on non-directive interviewing as a method of research. 




Grounded theory 

Grounded theory was developed as a way of developing a higher level of understanding by analysing data. It is especially helpful when trying to use social interactions and experiences to explain a process (Lingard et al. 2008). Grounded theory deals with comparisons so therefore might be a useful research methodology to use if comparing the experiences of numerous singers. It is believed that no one has explained the correct approach to undertaking grounded theory as a technique (Wolfswinkel et al. 2013) which means that grounded theory as a methodology might be slightly flawed as researchers may not understand how to properly use grounded theory. Grounded theory can be quite a useful tool for tackling bias as it allows data to emerge without preconceived ideas.  The difference with grounded theory is that the researcher combines data collection and analysis concurrently, not in a linear order (Dunne, 2011). This may help to prevent bias as there is no time to ponder over the data analysis. Instead, this deals with facts and figures. 
Grounded theory has a rigorous process to collecting the data which can be quite difficult to manage. There is a four-stage sequence of key terms which highlights this process found in an article by Qureshi and Ünlü (2020).
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According to this article (Qureshi and Ünlü, 2020), the researcher must first generate codes by giving labels to the data. Next, they must search for concepts where they look for similarities between the codes. Once these concepts are formed, categories can be created. Finally, at the end of this long process, the researcher will review the information collected which will provide an umbrella term called the theme. 

Research Methods

Observations 

One way of facilitating case study research could be by using observations in the workplace. Observations can be undertaken in two ways, participant observation and unobtrusive observation. Participant observation involves observing someone in their natural environment where it might be possible to interact with the participant and unobtrusive is where a participant is usually recorded and observed from afar (Driscoll, 2011). Observations can be particularly helpful to provide context to information gathered in an interview setting. Researchers can decide whether to concentrate on observing events or participants' behaviour and coding can be used to help find patterns in behaviour (Merriam and Tisdell, 2016). One flaw to observations is that a researcher can have preconceived ideas about what they might be looking for and this may influence their findings. They might also be influenced by other factors such as their own thoughts and feelings towards the individual or even a teacher if observing teaching methods. 
Morrissey (2013) conducted a case study to explore vocal health in school-based settings through passive and participant observation. The passive observation involved watching a teacher and taking field notes whilst jotting down direct quotes. This process allows room for researcher bias as they were commenting on the teacher’s style. It was interesting how these thoughts framed the basis for the interview process afterwards. Whilst observation is useful, it is hard to undertake observations without having a preconceived idea of how the teaching or students should be. Morrissey avoided bias occurring however by using grounded theory to assess the results of the field notes and observation. 

Interviews

Interviews are one of the most familiar ways of collecting qualitative data (DiCicco-Bloom and Crabtree, 2006). We can categorise interviews into unstructured, semi-structured interviews and structured. Before we can collect data from interviews, “it is necessary for the researchers to develop as much expertise in relevant topic areas as possible so that they can ask informed questions” (Qu and Dumay, 2011, p. 239). 
Interviews are now taking place online more frequently (Mann and Stewart, 2000) which enables this to be a convenient way of gathering data for researchers. It is worth noting that as interviewers choose questions, they can often end up guiding the interview which can result in bias. If an interviewer is in person, they can also use social cues to affect the questions that they may ask. To gather the data from a hermeneutic interview, one must usually transcribe the conversation which can be quite impersonal. For this reason, recording interviews can be helpful for time purposes and that way it is possible to really focus on other elements of the interview such as the participant’s body language. 
In a study by Gaunt (2010), 20 students were interviewed about their conservatoire experiences. For anonymity, students’ names were eradicated, and they were numbered for the purpose of the study. The results were coded via a software system. From this, data was shown through transcriptions of interviews which is a characteristic of hermeneutic research and mixed methods approaches such as data shown in tables. Whilst this was an effective use of the interview process, the interviewer had a prior relationship with the subject’s teachers as they had been used for a previous study so this may have unconsciously affected the interview process. 

Focus groups

Using a focus group might be a helpful way to collect the data necessary for grounded theory. Focus groups use group interaction to help a researcher to gather data. Within this, people are encouraged to have a conversation about a topic asking questions and discussing different points of view (Kitzinger,1995). 
They help the participants to explore their views in a more accessible way than a one-to-one interview process allows (Kitzinger, 1995) and this may allow participants to feel more at ease with the interview process. Another strength of focus groups is that the researcher can observe the nature of agreement and disagreement between participants. They can also ask participants to compare experiences and views rather than collecting data and speculating about these potential experiences (Morgan, 1996). By using a focus group for grounded theory, it might help to tackle the lengthy time process as hopefully common themes would become obvious during a group discussion. This might however lead to more bias than in a solo interview as participants might be easily influenced by others’ opinions. 


Ethics

As my research project will involve working with adolescent children, there are numerous ethical considerations to make before undertaking the research. 
Graham et al (2015, p. 24) believe that the following questions must be answered before involving children in research and I have given these some thought whilst reflecting on the research that I will be undertaking. 

Can I ensure children will not be harmed by involvement in the research?
· I can ensure this as there will be no physical contact in this research. 
How will I respond if children become distressed or upset?
· I will follow the school’s safeguarding procedures and ensure that teachers are around to help. 
What information do children need to provide authentically “informed” consent?
· Parental consent is required from whoever has sole custody of the children. 
What if children and parents have conflicting opinions about research participation?
· If the child is under 18, then parental consent must be received. 
What locations and methods are best for respecting children’s privacy? 
· I will use case study numbers instead of names throughout my research to ensure that children remain anonymous. 
What protocols are in place for responding to a child’s disclosure of harm or abuse?
· School safeguarding procedures will be followed, and any disclosures will be reported to the school’s designated safeguard lead. 

From this, the most important points to consider are that as researchers we must ensure we have parental consent before using minors for research, there must be a system in place if a child becomes upset during the research and we must follow safeguarding procedures to ensure that no harm comes to any children. As singing can be quite personal, it might also be worth being aware of any psychological issues that might arise when researching and for this, it is important to know who is available to disclose any issues whilst following the correct safeguarding procedures. 
It is also worth establishing protocols so that parents, practitioners and children can ask any questions that they might have about the research in a professional way (Harcourt and Sargeant, 2011). 

Insider Research

Insider Research may be defined as research conducted by people who are already members of the organisation or community they are seeking to investigate as a result of education, employment, social networks or political engagements (Coghlan and Brannick, 2005). 
As my research will more than likely take place within one of the school establishments that I teach at, it is worth being aware that I could be influenced by this as I already know the staff and the students well. One way of avoiding this is to potentially use students from another vocal teacher so I have no prior relationship with them before the study takes place.
Wilkinson and Kitzinger (2013 p. 252) suggest four ways of potentially managing this insider research by minimising it by making no attempt to represent personal experience in research, utilising it by using experience to gain access to hard-to-reach groups, maximising it by studying one’s own experience and incorporating it by including the researcher as one of the participants. 
It is also worth noting that within our field, we may have pre-existing friendships that benefit researchers and that some close friends will ‘shape the researcher’s work and influence their positioning within the field’ (Taylor, 2011, p. 8). Whilst on one hand, this might result in honest responses to questions due to trust between the researcher and participants, it could also lead to bias as they may have preconceived ideas about the chosen topic due to conversations prior to the research taking place. 

Conclusions

I plan to conduct a project focusing on vocal teaching within education settings. Overall, qualitative led research seems to be the best method of gathering data for my research project as so much of singing is experience-based. This would allow me to gather some detailed analysis about students’ experiences in a way that isn’t restricted to tables and charts. By using data from a smaller number of individuals, I could also focus on very specific cases in order to understand my topic in a lot more detail. From this data, it is possible that I could combine some mixed methods data to present clear results which could then be taken to a head of an establishment if I were wishing to implement my findings into an establishment’s teaching practice. I believe that this would allow me to get the most detailed research result whilst keeping my research scientific. 
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