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• Vocal tutor and lecturer engaging in face to face and online 
tuition

• Seeking to develop a wider toolbox of strategies and 
exercises

• Observing that mental imagery tools which assist vocal 
pedagogy are effectively lacking in established methodologies

• Exploring a more creative framework or blended approach

• Curiosity: If imagery is interlinked more closely with science, 
we can refine a more inclusive, blended approach to teaching

Background



Aims, Objectives, Justification
A  STU DY INTO THE  ROLE  OF  M ENTAL  IM AGERY  IN  CONNECTING V OCAL  REG IS TERS

• Testing a toolbox of Imagery strategies and exercises to assist in connecting registers

• Testing three Imagery type options with pedagogical objectives

• Drawing upon the student preference and experience to test a range of imagery options

• Imagery Tools that translate ‘mind to body’ effectively are lacking in established methodologies 

• Exploration could lead to wider implications of creating a more blended, inclusive, and accessible 

teaching approach 
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Literary Review
• Examin ing the ro le  o f  imaginat ion in  teaching vo ice pedagogy,  there exis ts  a  d iv ide 

of  teacher methods.  One that  draws upon only anatomica l  and sc ient i f ic  pr inc ip les  
versus teachers  ut i l is ing on ly images and analog ies,  whi le  o thers  use a 
combinat ion of  both (Clements ,  2008) 

• Menta l  imagery a lso l inks  to  spor ts  and dance act iv i t ies ,  observing the four  W ’s of  
imagery:  where,  when,  what ,  and why (Bowes,  2009)

• Vocal  k inaesthet ic  motor  images (Carter,  1993) corre la te  wel l  wi th  spor ts  
psychology motor  images and visual  imagery is  l inked to  pat terns of  motor  
movement  (Clayton,  2005) 

• Evidence demonstrates appl icat ion in  the f ie lds  of  Ath le t ics  (Munroe et  a l ,  2000) 
and in  Dance (Nord in & Cumming,  2005).

• Menta l  imagery has been cred i ted wi th  the success of  wor ld  c lass per formers,  
champion Gol fer  Jack Nick laus (Nick laus,  1974) and Opera s tar  Pavarot t i  (Gunter  
,1992).
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Literary Review
• Both Vennard (Vennard ,1968) and McKinney (McKinney 1994) cons idered the use of  

menta l  imagery a va luable too l  provid ing that  we cons ider  a  bas is  o f  l i te ra l  fac t  and 
produce correct  menta l  images .

• F ie lds  (F ie lds ,  2019) c la imed that  i t  is  the mind that  s ings,  not  the vo ice,  drawing upon 
visual isat ion,  and Ware (Ware,  2013) descr ibes th is  in tu i t ive approach us ing ‘ l i ke , ’ ‘as 
i f , ’ and metaphor ic cues.

• We should however be mindfu l  o f  c reat ing a ‘deta i led in terna l  representat ion ’ of  
anatomy to  ensure the s tudent  is  not  unnecessar i ly  mis led (DeSant is  e t  a l ,  2021).

• McCoy points  out  that  sc ience he lps bu i ld  a  vocal  ins t rument ,  but  the ar t is t ry is  s t i l l  
requi red to  p lay i t  (McCoy,  2012).  

• In  la ter  years  Cal laghan observed that  large ly Bel  Canto t rad i t ional  teaching is  s t i l l  used 
by teachers  to  access express ion and ar t is t ry wi th in  the i r  s tudents  (Cal laghan 2014).  
Th is  suggests  a  need to  modern ise wi thout  d imin ish ing th is  ar t is t ry.  

• Th is  po in ts  towards harness ing imaginat ion to  complement  a  s impl i f ied sc ient i f ic  
exp lanat ion and del iver ing as a b lended approach (Brown,  2021).
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Literary Review – Existing Contemporary Tools
• Kle in  recognised 'Cogni t ive bodi ly-k inaesthet ic  awareness, ’ an ab i l i ty  to  keep aware 

of  subt le  and prec ise anatomica l  processes that  are a lso requi red to  per form wel l  in  
s ing ing (Kle in ,  2021) and th is  may be important  to  re f ine complex ad justments  such 
as ‘ thyro id  t i l t . ’

• Cornet t  re fers  to  “not ic ing out  loud,”  descr ib ing how the mindfu l  mus ic ian puts  
thoughts  and observat ions in to  words (Cornet t ,  2019)

I  am seeing…

I am fee l ing…

I am hear ing…

• This  leads Kle in  to  recognise the mer i t  o f  ‘performance scr ip ts . ’ (K le in ,  2021).

• Imagery that  ass is ts  reg is t ra t ion and mix ing re l ies  great ly upon the unders tanding 
that  there is  more contact ,  th icker  vocal  fo lds  in  the chest  reg is ter  than in  head 
reg is ter.  Creat ing a ‘ fu l l -bodied sound,  l ike a reed ins t rument . ’ (Cue re la ted imagery)
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Methodology
 Qual i ta t i ve  work -based pro jec t  a t tempt ing to  exam ine the perce ived exper iences  o f  e ight  

s ingers  as  they work  a t  deve lop ing the i r  t rans i t ion  between reg is ters  

 Si ts  between the domain  o f  Cons t ruc t i v ism  and In terpre t i v ism  (Cresswel l ,  2013) ,  observ ing 
and unders tand ing the wor ld  in  the way that  o thers  have exper ienced i t  (Kawulwich and 
Chi l s ia ,  2012) .  

 Context -spec i f i c  qua l i ta t i ve  research prov ides  oppor tun i t y  to  deve lop and enhance teach ing 
and learn ing through the s tudy o f  another ’s  shared exper ience (Hopf l ,  1997)

 Eth ica l  research:  The imagery on l ine  form  survey gave par t i c ipants  the oppor tun i t y  to  asc r ibe 
the i r  p re ference o f  voca l  imagery cues  inc lud ing in formed and vo luntary  consent ,  
conf ident ia l i t y  o f  in format ion shared,  anonym i ty  o f  par t i c ipants  (Ha la i ,  2006)  and th is  went  
some way in  address ing the i ssue o f  an ins ider  researcher.

 Quant i ta t i ve  data  coded and taken f rom the imagery exper iments  demons t ra tes  revea l ing  key 
in format ion on the success  o f  cer ta in  t ypes  o f  imagery.

 Induc t i ve  ana lys is  occur red through cod ing o f  the  ques t ionna i re  and the t ransc r ip ts  f rom  the 
imagery exper iments  in terv iew.  Th is  a l lowed research f ind ings  to  emerge wi thout  s t ruc tured 
methodo logy res t ra in ts  (Thomas ,  2003) .
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Vocal

Objectives

Objectives required to 
Connect Registers &
Negotiate Bridges:

Cry Quality
Breath Control
Balanced Tone
Mix/Bridging



Cry Quality
Objective

1. ‘Cry’ emotively into the 
pitch.

2. Sing it ‘whiney’ like a 
puppy dog.

3. Imagine your larynx 
dropping and tilting as 
you ‘cry and lean’ into 
the tone.



Respiration
Objective

1. Inhale a low breath deeply into 
your diaphragm, then exhale 
slowly.

2. Imagine inhaling into a balloon in 
your stomach and deflate slowly 
as you exhale. 

3. Inhale to expand your lower belly, 
expanding your ribcage; then as 
you exhale, resist by pushing (abs) 
out and down.

Inhale – Count of 4
Exhale – Count of 20



Findings &
Data Analysis



Types of Imagery Tested

14

1. Simple instructional (execution) :  (Do this; in this way)

2.  Metaphorical ; simile/metaphor :  (like an eagle;  imagine ribs spreading like 
eagle wings)

3.  Anatomically specific ; visual scripts :   (Release ‘abdominal muscles’ as you 
inhale a ‘low breath’ and as you exhale, ‘lean out’ with abs and expand ribcage ‘high & 
wide’)



Timestamp Participant A) Which of the following 
instructions do you prefer to access 
Crying Quality?

B) Which of the following instructions do 
you prefer to develop breath control?

C) Which of the following instructions do 
you prefer to develop a balanced tone?

D) Which of the following instructions do 
you prefer to develop a smooth register 
transition (Mix) ?

17/10/2022 
12:54:21

1 6. Imagine your larynx dropping and 
tilting as you sing

6. Imagine inhaling into a balloon in your 
stomach and deflate slowly as you exhale

3. Imagine your voice is a violin with long, 
sustained vibrato

6. 'Lean into' the Sound as though singing 
against the wind

17/10/2022 
13:13:38

2 1. 'Cry' into the pitch 8. Imagine your lungs are a hot air balloon 
and you're dropping sandbags to slow the 
release of air

6. Hum low in pitch with an edgy 'Mm' and 
sustain like a Cello

3. Combine 'Cry' and 'Twang'

17/10/2022 
22:40:17

3 1. 'Cry' into the pitch 2. Breath into your diaphragm 4. Make the sound of a siren from low to 
high at same volume level

6. 'Lean into' the Sound as though singing 
against the wind

22/10/2022 
14:01:39

4 2. Sing it whiney 6. Imagine inhaling into a balloon in your 
stomach and deflate slowly as you exhale

2. Sing accessing your chest and head 
resonance

5. Cry and 'narrow the vowel' as you sing 
through the bridge

22/10/2022 
14:04:36

5 6. Imagine your larynx dropping and 
tilting as you sing

4. Inhale to expand your lower belly, 
expanding your ribcage; as you exhale resist 
by pushing out and down

5. Sing as though in conversation and 
articulate consonants equally

1. Sing 'Nei' through the lyric or phrase

22/10/2022 
14:06:57

6 6. Imagine your larynx dropping and 
tilting as you sing

4. Inhale to expand your lower belly, 
expanding your ribcage; as you exhale resist 
by pushing out and down

4. Make the sound of a siren from low to 
high at same volume level

7. 'Lean' into the Mix

22/10/2022 
14:10:58

7 5. 'Lean' into the sound 4. Inhale to expand your lower belly, 
expanding your ribcage; as you exhale resist 
by pushing out and down

3. Imagine your voice is a violin with long, 
sustained vibrato

6. 'Lean into' the Sound as though singing 
against the wind

22/10/2022 
14:18:59

8 6. Imagine your larynx dropping and 
tilting as you sing

4. Inhale to expand your lower belly, 
expanding your ribcage; as you exhale resist 
by pushing out and down

3. Imagine your voice is a violin with long, 
sustained vibrato

6. 'Lean into' the Sound as though singing 
against the wind



Cry Quality Imagery



Breath Control Imagery



Breath Control Improvement Table

P 1 P 2 P 3 P 4 P 5 P 6 P 7 P8

Breath 
Control

Improvement
10% 12% 16% 25% 33.3% 33.3% 60% 66%

18

Example:  24 Seconds (Original)  improved to 28 Seconds (with Imagery Cue)

Calculation:  28 - 24 = 4  x 100% = 400 divide 24 seconds = 16% approx.



Balanced Tone 



Mix / Transition



Interviews

 Participants expressed that accurate anatomical focused imagery is 
helpful to access the correct vocal objective

 Participants expressed importance of recognition and engagement to 
‘think’ and ‘feel the feelings’

 Participants also expressed the desire to move towards simpler imagery 
cues in some cases such as ‘crying’ or ‘leaning’ - a very direct cue that 
translates more easily during live performance

 All participants expressed that mental imagery was helpful to them in 
their vocal training and practice.



Mental imagery and imagery cues are an effective tool in assisting
singers to connect vocal registers using motor images to achieve
vocal objectives.

 Imagery demonstrated significant progress in practice.

Comparisons were made between a basic initial instruction and
then a ‘student selected imagery cue’ and significant improvement
became evident using imagery.

 I consider beginning with descriptive anatomically focused imagery,
backed up with illustrations that enable the vocalist to visualise
internal processes.

 It became evident among participants that once these processes
have been embedded through repetition, that simplified imagery
phrases may be sufficient to repeat the process.

Reflective 
examination 
of the 
personal and 
professional 
learning 
experience



 Imagery can be a vital tool used as part of a blended approach that
uses various kinaesthetic targeted vocal exercises to embed
technique.

 Further research is required using both complex and simpler
imagery cues

 Teachers should keep a record for each student of their effective
imagery cue(s) and simplified cues, noting successful terminology.
This is dependant upon the personal experience and mental
imaging ability unique to the student (Saintilan, 2014).

Wherever possible, encourage and collaborate with the student to
create their own mental imagery by ‘noticing out loud’ (Cornett,
2019) so that they take ownership of it within their own practice
(Viskontas, 2019).

Reflective 
examination 
of the personal 
and 
professional 
learning 
experience
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1) Define the objective (e.g., Cry on Pitch).
Demonstrate vocally or play an example (auditory cue)

2) Describe the action: ‘Drop’ and ‘Tilt’ of the larynx 
(anatomical referencing cue, show an image as visual 
cue).

3) Use accurate imagery; give options for the student.

Imagine (your larynx is) ‘dropping and tilting as you 
cry/lean into the pitch…’ (Descriptive, metaphoric cue),
Refer to ‘Noticing out loud,’ using anatomical 
referencing.

4) When this initial cue is embedded replace with a 
simple direction such as ‘cry’ or ‘sob’ or ‘make it 
whiney’ ‘Feels like… crying into the pitch’ or ‘lean into 
the tone.’

Suggested Blended Approach: Teaching Process:



Thank You
for Listening


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