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Project Proposal: Music Literacy Skills within Non-Auditioned Community Choirs: Exploring Areas of Concern for Choir Members


Context
As an experienced Choral Conductor of multiple non-auditioned community choirs (NACCs), a growing concern has been noticed amongst choir members with regards to their music literacy.  Many have anecdotally mentioned their interest in learning to read sheet music, and rehearsal time is often used to explain navigation of the score, understanding of key signatures, melodic lines, harmonic structures, etc.  This project will explore areas of concern, with regards to music literacy skills (MLS), for members of NACCs that utilise sheet music.  It seeks to gain insights into the levels of MLS already present within this choral sub-genre.  For singers across the spectrum of MLS, it aims to explore their experience and provide new insights into their educational needs.  

Justification
In recent years, singing in NACCs has gained popularity for its known mental and physical health benefits (Bailey, 2023). Nationally televised talent shows such as ‘The X Factor’ and ‘Britain’s Got Talent’ have brought singing performance to a mainstream, as opposed to concert hall, audience.  Alongside talent competitions, choral singing has been specifically featured on the popular television show ‘The Choir’, where Gareth Malone has attempted to increase the number of people singing in choirs across the country (The Choir BBC Website, 2025).  
Many new choirs choose to teach music solely through call and response and memorisation (Rock Choir Website, 2025; Natural Voice Network Website, 2025).  Their ethos is founded on the basis that singing is a basic human right, and that everyone, regardless of MLS, should have access to singing (Natural Voice Network Website, 2025).  They believe MLS are a barrier to inclusivity and adapt their arrangements to be suitable for learning through aural methods (practice tracks, call and response) only.  
Despite the success of The Natural Voice Network, non-auditioned community choirs that use sheet music are also prevalent (British Choirs on the Net, 2025); however, to this researcher’s knowledge, there is currently no equivalent organisational hub or support framework for this choral sub-genre, addressing its specific needs or complexities.  Music literacy skill levels remain unknown, and to the researcher’s knowledge, no specific skills building tools have been designed within the broader context of research-based best practice.  

Intended Impact  
To better understand music literacy within the context of NACCs that utilise sheet music.  To gather insights into the educational needs of singers participating in this choral sub-genre.  To potentially use this data to justify and design a relevant skills building tool, potentially providing more people access to music literacy training that is targeted to their specific needs.

Outlined Intention
Using a pragmatic based research methodology, this project will be conducted using mixed methods. Triangulation will be achieved by asking qualitative (subjective) questions within a quantitative framework (Likert-type scale).  Data will be correlated and analysed for statistical significance with regards to participants’ musical literacy levels and their feelings and experiences.
A literature review will be undertaken to explore the current landscape of both music literacy education and community choral singing within the UK.  It will discuss the relationship between these two factors and highlight the unique position NACCs using sheet music take within community music making.  The lack of research in this choral specialism will be highlighted and explored.
A questionnaire will be developed asking a series of self-reporting assessment questions.  It will be in the format of a Likert-type scale survey.  Descriptive statistics will be used to analyse quantitative data.  It will be formed of three parts.  A demographic survey will be taken to ensure a wide sample variety in terms of age, gender, location, and singing experience. This will also ensure participants are being engaged from a variety of choirs outside the researcher’s own choral settings. An initial MLS questionnaire will be undertaken for self-assessment of each singers’ MLS. Finally, a third section will ask a series of feelings and experience-based questions related to singing in a NACC using sheet music.
Data will be analysed by comparing a participants’ MLS score (16 being highest possible score and 80 being lowest score in terms of self-perceived MLS) with feelings and experience-based questions using a scatter chart.  Trend lines will be analysed using regression analysis and p values to check for corelations and statistical significance.

Expected Learning Outcomes
Within this small study, the researcher aims to:
· Gain knowledge and increased competence with regards to conducting quantitative research and analysing data using scatter charts, correlations, and statistical significance. 
· Develop an increased knowledge in the specialism of music literacy within NACCs that utilise sheet music.


The Ethics and Insider Research Considerations
The researcher is aware of the complexities of insider research and intends to recruit participants from both inside and outside of their own choirs.  Demographics will be collected anonymously to ensure participants are engaged from a wide variety of choirs outside of the researcher’s own network. Anonymity will also help mitigate bias from both participant and researcher.  As a choral conductor, the researcher will use their connections within the choral community (Member of the Associated Board of Choral Conductors, Facebook Groups, etc) to ask relevant choral conductors to aid in participant recruitment.  They will also ensure that all participants complete a participant consent form where any possible risks to the participant will be outlined.  


   








Project Report: Music Literacy Skills within Non-Auditioned Community Choirs: Exploring Areas of Concern for Choir Members

Introduction
Community Choirs are an increasingly popular leisure activity in the UK, with over 2 million people taking part in regular choral activities (PRS for Music, 2025). As a working Choral Conductor for multiple choirs, this researcher has observed a steadfast presence of classical choral societies learning from musical scores, and alongside this, a growing interest in ‘Rock Choir’ and other non-auditioned natural voice choirs that promote learning music solely though aural skills and call and response (Rock Choir Website, 2025, Natural Voice Network, 2025).    
Despite the popularity of these two established forms for choral music making, this researcher is aware that many community choirs, including their own, find themselves straddling the line between these two seemingly opposing structures.  Non-auditioned community choirs (henceforth, NACCs) that use sheet music are faced with a conundrum. How can we be inclusive and welcoming to all members of the community, whilst also aiming to teach music from the score?  This research is not placing a higher value on any format of choral genre or learning, nor is it seeking to compare choral genres.  Instead, it chooses to focus specifically on better understanding the needs of the type of choir the researcher conducts.  To this researcher's knowledge, there is currently no specific research nor standard framework in place to provide support or collaboration for this choral demographic.
This small study acknowledges the overall landscape of choral singing in the UK and chooses to focus specifically on the music literacy skills (henceforth, MLS) within NACCs that use sheet music. It aims to explore areas of concern and seeks to gain insights into the levels of MLS present in this choral sub-genre. Furthermore, it explores the potential impact MLS may have on a singers’ experience of choral music making in this environment and aims to better understand the educational needs of these singers.  
Given the diverse musical backgrounds of non-auditioned choir members, it aims to make no assumptions as to what level of music literacy choir members currently have or are interested in obtaining.  Across the spectrum of MLS levels, this study hopes to deepen understanding with regards to the feelings and experiences of choir members singing with sheet music.  From a pedagogical perspective, having this knowledge could provide key data to potentially justify the creation of informed and relevant skills building tools for this sub-genre of choirs.
Literature Review
Throughout the UK, the there are over 40,000 NACCs, with an estimated 2.14 million people participating within them (PRS for Music, 2025).  These choirs sing a wide variety of styles and genres to varying performance standards (British Choirs on The Net, 2025). As a social activity, choirs have steadily gained popularity over the past few decades, with emphasis in the media often focusing on the improved mental health benefits choral singing brings (PRS for Music, 2025). These benefits have also been a recent focus within academic research, including a groundbreaking study called ‘Sing for Happiness’ which is currently underway (St George’s, 2025).  Although still in progress, researchers have highlighted that preliminary data shows singing in a choir to improve ‘feelings of calmness, energy, and mood’ (St George’s, 2025).  Another recent study has shown possible correlations between participation in university music ensembles (choral and orchestral) and a reduction in the diagnosis of mental health issues (Bailey, 2023).  
With choral singing’s growing popularity and known benefits, it is the observation of the researcher, that a significant amount of the growth within the choral singing sector is taking place through choirs associated with the Natural Voice Network (henceforth, NVN) and requiring zero musical training or literacy skills to take part (Natural Voice Network, 2025). As a choral conductor of NACCs that use sheet music, this researcher is anecdotally aware that the music literacy background of their own choir members is extremely diverse. This positively reflects the non-auditioned values of the choir, however, also presents challenges. These challenges have led the researcher to question the role of music literacy, and the current pedagogical framework for which their choirs are built.
For the purposes of this study, music literacy will be defined as the ability to read, write, analyse, and perform music written using the notational and aural framework taught within UK schools, music conservatories, and universities.  With the rising popularity of choral singing amongst the public, and the popularity of choirs such as ‘Rock Choir’ and other similar groups, it brings to question the reasoning and purpose of music literacy and the use of sheet music in a choral setting.
Music literacy provides a language system for music to be ‘taught, learnt, and communicated’ (Barret et al., 2020, p.155). Dahl (2009), describes it as an entire process to decode information from notation, interpreting music, and communicating within performance.  He proposes that reading music skills are the foundation of the broader concept music literacy (Dahl, 2009).  A recent study by Arthurs and Petrini (2024, p.3) specifically explored the reasons why people may choose to learn to read music.  They concluded that participants felt learning and engaging with music notation added to their ‘multisensory experience of music involving vision, sound, and action’. Furthermore, they reported that when comparing reading to learning by ear, the ‘visual aspects of notation support the quick learning and improved theoretical understanding of a musical work’ (Arthurs and Petrini, 2024, p.3).  Alongside these benefits, many reported the use of sheet music as inhibiting expressive performances and improvisations, and it was also found that many non-readers felt that sound technologies (e.g. practice tracks) could be successfully used as an alternative to reading music (Arthurs and Petrini, 2024, p.3).
Despite the benefits music reading can bring, it is important to acknowledge the ethnomusicological paradigm for which it interacts.  Kruger (2011) suggests that music education should ‘acknowledge universal musicality’ and questions ‘dominant elitist concepts’ from the western classical tradition. More specifically, Christine (2007) has framed the dissemination of western musical education as not only elitist but entrenched in the dominance of western European society over historically oppressed cultures such as South Africa.  Although it is critical to acknowledge the incredibly complex cultural paradigm for which music reading and literacy sits, this researcher is aware of the limitations and confines of this small study report. This report is focused specifically on western notation for the practical purposes of it being used in their own choirs and the researcher has a respect for all types of learning and musicality across cultures and societies.     
It is acknowledged that sheet music can be a barrier to accessing choral singing, however, it is also critical to disseminate the value sheet music and music literacy can add to the choral singing experience.  For those without MLS, there is further evidence that even without formal music literacy training, a lot of literacy skills can be developed ‘en passant’ - a term coined by Barrett et al. (2020), to describe the phenomenon of learning by doing.  By choosing to sing in a choir that uses sheet music, the choir member is potentially choosing to develop their MLS en passant; to gradually reap the benefits it provides as both a visual aid and comprehension tool.  More research is required to better understand the benefits MLS can bring to the experience of choral singing.  This study specifically explores music literacy within the context of NACCs that use sheet music.  







Methodology and Methods
Within the pragmatist paradigm, this research was designed and conducted using a what works best mentality (Walliman, 2005).  As a methodological approach, it differs from positivism (research must be scientifically verified) and subjectivism (belief that their is no ‘right’ answer, only subjective opinions), in that it focuses on finding practical answers to research questions (Walliman, 2005).  The researcher felt this methodology was ideal with regards to their own ontological beliefs, and the practicalities of work-based research. 
Mixed methods were employed by designing a questionnaire with subjective questions in the form of a statement (qualitative) and for the answers to be recorded on a Likert-type ratings scale (quantitative).  Participants could reflect on their subjective knowledge, feelings and experiences, and the Likert-type scale meant quantitative analytical tools could be used to look for corelations and statistical significance. 
Participants were UK residents over the age of 18 (adults) who self-identified as active members of a NACC using sheet music.  Sampling was conducted using a combination of the researcher’s own contacts and snowball sampling methods.  This method was logical, due to inherent complexities of finding participants.  By reaching out to other choir conductors through The Associated Board of Choral Conductors (UK organisation) and asking them to send the questionnaire to their choir members, this ensured a participant sample that was large enough to potentially provide statistical significance, and ensure the sample was representative of a variety of geographical areas and experiences. 
All participants were anonymised, and key demographic information was obtained to ensure a broad and varied sample in terms of choral setting and experience.  Participants identified as residing in a variety of regions across the UK, therefore there was assurance that a variety choirs (and therefore singing environments) were represented in sampling (see fig. 1). It is acknowledged that when using an anonymised questionnaire, participants are being trusted to self-report with accuracy, and there is always risk that results can contain inaccuracies and bias (Feilzer, 2010).  This was considered when designing the questionnaire and analysing the data it produced.
The questionnaire was created using Google Forms, whereby each participant was sent a link to the form.  To begin, they were taken through a consent form and informed of their right to withdraw and data protection rights in line with the ethical practices of The University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD) and The Voice Study Centre (VSC).  
[image: ] 
Fig. 1 – Geographic Demographics of Participants 
It was made explicit that the questionnaire would not be directly providing any educational benefits, and participants were encouraged to speak to their conductor about skills building opportunities should the questionnaire spark their interest in skills development.  After consent, demographic information including age, geographic location (see Fig. 1), gender, and choral singing experience were collected.  
The second section of the questionnaire was a self-assessment of MLS.  The questions were chosen by the researcher to reflect on the basic areas of music literacy taught at the Grade 1 level of The Associated Board of the Royal Schools of Music (ABRSM, 2025).  The areas covered included key signatures, basic rhythms, score layout, accidentals, as well as the basic concept of sight singing and hearing the tonic triad (ABRSM, 2025).  The researcher acknowledges that the MLS questionnaire was created subjectively, based on their experiences as a teacher of music theory, singing, and choral conducting.    
Asking participants to take a formal music literacy test would have provided a more robust data set, however, the researcher chose to focus on self-assessment as this method worked best within a pragmatic methodological framework. The researcher considered the difficulties around recruiting a high volume of participants from NACCs, whereby the request of test taking would go against the non-auditioned values of the group with which they belong.  It would also require more time and work from the participants, which could reduce the uptake of research enrolment.  It was decided that a self assessment of MLS would work best within the pragmatic framework of the study. 
A series of 16 questions were designed whereby statements of music literacy knowledge were made (See Appendix B).  Questions were presented to the participants in a random order, ensuring that the order of the questions would not impact on the participants’ answers.  Furthermore, some questions were framed positively (e.g. ‘I know what a key signature is’) and others negatively (e.g. ‘I am unsure what an accidental is’) to ensure participants properly read each question, and did not associate agree or disagree with a particular level of knowledge.  These strategies were taken to mitigate bias (See Appendix A). The MLS questions were not only about basic awareness concepts, but also queried whether the participant could apply their knowledge practically in a choral rehearsal (see Fig. 2a and 2b). 
[image: ]
Fig. 2a – An example of a basic music literacy question
[image: ]
Fig. 2b – An example of a music literacy question based on knowledge application
Each question could be answered by selecting a response from a Likert Scale. 1 – Strongly Agree, 2 – Agree, 3 – Neutral, 4 – Disagree, 5 – Strongly Disagree, 6 – Unsure.  The highest possible score (those with high levels of self-reported MLS) was 16.  The lowest possible score (those with low levels of self-reported MLS) therefore was 80.  Negative statements were reversed when assigning a number, i.e. a ‘strongly agree’ answer to a negative statement would be assigned a 5 as opposed to a 1.  The researcher acknowledges the possibility of inauthentic answers when self-reporting, however the size of the sample (91 participants) and consistency in responses leads the researcher to believe the design was suitable.
The third and final section of the questionnaire was made up of feelings and experience-based questions. Examples include ‘I am often frustrated with my music literacy skills during rehearsals’, and ‘I am a confident singer in rehearsals’.  Responses to these questions were kept in the same format as the MLS questions (Likert Scale 1-5 and 6).  Participants could decide, irrespective of their MLS levels, how they felt about different aspects of singing in a NACC that uses sheet music.  By keeping to a similar response format, the data from section 2 (self-reported MLS) and section 3 (feelings and experience statements) could then be analysed using a scatter chart to look for correlations between MLS and feelings/experiences. 
[bookmark: _Int_QKgIto4i]Data analysis was conducted by assigning a number (1-6) to each response.  Answers were manually entered into a password protected MS excel spreadsheet by the researcher (See Appendix E).  Each participants’ responses were input into their own row, and each question had its own column.  Where participants answered ‘unsure’ to a question, it was handled differently depending on whether is was part of their MLS score or a response to a feelings and experience-based question.  Participants that answered ‘not sure’ to feelings and experience-based questions were excluded from correlation analysis on the basis that they were not able to provide an answer.  Therefore, 6’s were excluded from the analysis, and participants were exempt from answering that question.  This was not a common occurrence (often only 1 participant), and removal of these participants from analysis does not appear to have had any significant impact on the findings. Upon completion of the data set in MS excel, an overall score between 16 and 80 was created to represent each participant’s MLS level.  16 being the highest possible amount of self-reported MLS and 80 representing the lowest possible amount of self-reported MLS.  
Next, each participant’s MLS score was input alongside their response to a feelings and experience-based question response.  These answers were input into a scatter chart with a trend line, to look for correlations and insights. Furthermore, each data set was analysed for a correlation co-efficient (regression analysis) and corresponding p values were calculated to test for statistical significance.  For this study a significance level of a = 0.05 was used.  Of the six feelings and experienced-based questions, four displayed insights into how MLS in NACCs could impact a choir members’ experience and were included in findings.
Findings
91 participants completed the questionnaire, and each were given a MLS score between 16 and 80.  These scores were based on self-reported abilities, and therefore the subjective nature of the questionnaire means it is possible for participants to both overestimate and underestimate their abilities (Walliman, 2005).  Furthermore, if a participant selected ‘unsure’, they were given a score of 6.  Participants who were uncertain of how to respond to questions will therefore have a MLS score that is lower (closer to 80) than those who responded with neutral (3).  This strategy was taken after careful consideration to ensure the MLS score was reflective of the participant’s self-perceived knowledge levels.  Within the pragmatic framework wherein this research sits, it was logical to associate feeling unsure to being less knowledgeable than feeling neutral.  The following chart (Fig. 3) displays the overall MLS scores of the 91 participants in the study.  Note the varied outcomes.  MLS scores are presented in ‘real time’ order (1 being the first participant – 91 being the last participant), to fully encapsulate the varied responses and unpredictability of scores.  MLS scores were compared against demographic data, but no correlations of significance were found.  
[image: ]
Fig. 3 – MLS scores for each participant. 
One of the aims of this research project was to better understand the MLS of choir members in NACCs that use sheet music.  The data is clear that there is a wide spectrum of ability levels, which emphasises the challenge presented to choral conductors when trying to meet their members’ educational needs.  Future studies could provide the same questionnaire to members of auditioned choirs and natural voice choirs alongside NACCs using sheet music.  Results could be compared to better understand if this wide spectrum of self-reported abilities is unique to this type of choir, or if it can be found in other choirs as well.
NACCs that have a varied set of music literacy abilities may also have a varied set of opinions when it comes to skills building and being supported in their music learning.  As an insider researcher, it was important not to make assumptions about singers’ needs based on experiences.  Therefore, a series of subjective questions were developed by the researcher to give voice to the unique needs and desires of singers from all skills ability levels.  There was no formal framework used to develop these questions; each question was a statement that was deemed relevant due to the insider knowledge the researcher has as a working choral conductor.  To better understand how choral conductors can support such a broad range of MLS, the following feelings and experience-based questions were compared with participants’ MLS score to look for insights and correlations.

Desire for Additional Music Literacy Skills
Participants were asked to respond to the question - ‘I wish there were more opportunities to develop my music literacy skills’. Fig. 4a shows that 47.3% of participants either agreed or strongly agreed with this statement. 36.3% were neutral, and 16.4% either disagreed, strongly disagreed or weren’t sure (1 response). The proportion of ‘neutral’ responses is conspicuous, however if neutral can be interpreted as indifference (Borriello et al., 2019), then the results reflect that 83.6% of participants were open to MLS building, with almost half of participants actively desiring more skills building opportunities. 
[image: ]
Fig. 4a – Breakdown of responses to Desire for Additional Music Literacy Skills
[bookmark: _Int_vDoqC8L6]A Pearson Correlation examined the relationship between Desire for Additional MLS and Overall MLS Score.  The relationship was negative, moderate in strength and statistically significant: r (90) = -0.37. p = 0.0003259 (see Fig 4b).  It is noticeable that regardless of self-perceived MLS, participants had varied levels of skills building interest.  Many participants with high levels of self-perceived music literacy still desired more opportunities to develop those skills further.  Participants with low self-perceived MLS did not overwhelmingly desire opportunities for learning.  It can be noted that only those with a high MLS score ‘strongly disagreed’ with learning more, and those with average (30-50) scores were quite evenly divided between interest and disinterest.   

[image: ]
Fig 4b. Desire of Additional Music Literacy Skills vs MLS score 
The results show that desire for learning and developing MLS can be found at all ability levels.  These findings are important and notable.  To the researcher’s knowledge, there are currently no other studies in the literature exploring a participants’ desire for learning additional MLS.  Choral conductors of NACCs that use sheet music could use this data as evidence to justify the provision of opportunities for skills development for both beginners and those with advanced MLS.  

Frustration Levels During Practice
Participants were asked whether they agreed with the statement ‘I am often frustrated with my music literacy skills during rehearsals’.  67.1% of participants responded with disagree and strongly disagree.  17.6% of participants responded neutral with regards to feelings of frustration, and 15.4% of participants either agreed or strongly agreed with the statement.  There were zero ‘unsure’ responses.  As previously discussed, (see methods, p.9), negative statements were reversed when inputting data.  This is intentional, so that the scatter charts had positive and negative feelings falling in the same places on the different charts.
   
[image: ]
Fig 5a – Breakdown of responses to Frustration Levels During Practice
A Pearson Correlation examined the relationship between Frustration Levels During Practice and Overall MLS Score.  The relationship was positive, moderate in strength and statistically significant: r (91) = 0.544194. p > 0.001 (see Fig 5b). In this chart, 1 represents lowest levels of frustration during practice and 5 represents highest levels of frustration during practice.  It is clear from trend line and regression analysis that there is a strong corelation between high levels of self-perceived MLS and reduced feelings of frustration during practice.  Interestingly, those who scored MLS scores above 60 had varying responses to frustration.  It is possible to sing in a choir that uses sheet music, have very poor or non-existent self-perceived MLS, and be completely content (zero self-perceived frustration) with your skills and abilities.  This participant sample has a higher concentration of MLS scores between 16-40 than 40-80, and therefore the data suggests further research with a larger sample size of MLS scores above 40 would provide further insights into frustration levels of this demographic.  Overall, the data is clear (with statistical significance) that if you have low levels of self-perceived MLS and often get frustrated during rehearsals, you can potentially reduce your frustration levels by learning new MLS.  
  [image: ]
Fig 5b – Frustration Levels During Practice vs. MLS Score

Feeling Welcome and Supported
Participants were asked to respond to the statement ‘I feel welcome and supported in my choir, regardless of my music literacy skills’. Figure 6a shows a breakdown of responses. Overwhelmingly, 96.7% of participants either strongly agreed or agreed with the statement. In this instance, it is significant to note that 72.5% of all participants answered strongly agree to this statement.  1.1% felt neutral, 1.1% either strongly disagreed or disagreed, and 1.1% were not sure.  The ‘not sure’ response was removed from analysis due to exclusion criteria (see methods).  
[image: ]
Fig 6a – Breakdown of Responses to Feeling Welcome and Supported
A Pearson Correlation examined the relationship between Feeling Welcome and Supported and Overall MLS Score.  The relationship was positive, and not statistically significant: r (90) = 0.1974639. p = 0.0621064 (see Fig 6b).  Despite the trend line being rather flat, and the p value displaying no statistical significance, this chart provides a wealth of information to choral conductors looking to better support their members.  Other than one outlier and one neutral participant (which for a sample of 91 is not unexpected), study participants clearly communicated their overall feelings of being both welcome and supported in their NACCs that use sheet music.  There was no difference between high and low MLS scores.  In fact, the two participants that replied neutral and strongly disagree both scored average MLS scores and therefore, regardless of exclusion criteria, still had no significant impact on the correlation analysis.
[image: ]
Fig 6b – Feeling Welcome and Supported vs. MLS Score

Feeling Confident During Rehearsals
[bookmark: _Int_MYNesRhI]Participants were asked to respond to the statement ‘I am a confident singer during rehearsals’. 73.7% of participants responded with strongly agree and agree. 19.8% felt neutral, and 6.6% disagreed with the statement.  In this instance, there were zero responses of strongly disagree or not sure (see fig. 7a).     
[image: ]
Fig 7a – Breakdown of Responses to Being a Confident Singer during Rehearsals
A Pearson Correlation examined the relationship between Being a Confident Singer in Rehearsals and Overall MLS Score.  The relationship was positive, high in strength and statistically significant: r (91) = 0.6313049. p > 0.0001 (see Fig 7b).  In this data set both formulas used for analysis show strong correlations and statistical significance.  Visually, it is also clear that as a participant’s MLS score gets closer to 16 (where they should be the most musically literate) their feeling of confidence increases (1 being the most confident and 5 being the least confident). For those with MLS score below 50, confidence was varied, however zero participants answered, ‘strongly agree’.     
[image: ]
Fig 7b – Feeling confident During Rehearsals vs. MLS Score
The strong correlation between feeling confident when singing in rehearsals and having high levels of self-perceived MLS cannot be mistaken.  The researcher would like to emphasise that this correlation, although strong, could partially be due to the overall confidence in certain participants.  Those who generally feel confident, in their nature, may overestimate their MLS.  Although this is possible, it should be noted that other questions in this study covered similar topics and did not receive the same correlation.  Fig. 8 (see below) shows the correlation between worrying how skills are perceived by others and MLS score.  In this instance, answers were varied, with no significant correlations between feelings and MLS score (r = 0.33613, p = 0.001124). 

[image: ]
Fig. 8 – Notice the lack of correlation between this statement and MLS score

Conclusion
Choir members participating in NACCs that use sheet music have varied musical backgrounds, skill levels, and attitudes towards music literacy and its role in music making.  Regardless of gender, age, experience, or geographic location in the UK; participants’ self-perceived MLS consistently covered a broad spectrum of abilities and attitudes. Having a diverse participant demographic has strengthened the validity of this study and highlights a unique challenge for choral conductors in this setting.  Further research comparing the MLS of auditioned and non-auditioned choirs, and aural only (e.g. Rock Choirs) to NACCs using sheet music would provide further insights into whether this wide range of abilities and attitudes is common throughout community choral singing or if it is specific to this particular setting.   
When comparing MLS scores with participants’ desire to develop their skills, the results showed that current skill levels had no specific impact on a person’s desire to learn more.  Interestingly, the data suggests that roughly half of choir members desire additional skills building, with another quarter being open to the idea or indifferent.  The current skill levels of this demographic are incredibly varied (high and low self-assessed MLS), and therefore this presents two specific challenges to the choral conductor.  Firstly, they must recognise that functioning as a NACC, there will always be choir members who do not wish to develop their MLS, despite choosing to sing in a choir that uses sheet music. Secondly, when providing opportunities for skills building, they must aim to provide learning opportunities across a broad spectrum of abilities.  Preliminary research by Barrett et al. (2020) has shown that many of these skills are developed through the rehearsal process, however this study suggests that many choir members would seek additional (outside of rehearsal) skills building opportunities if available.  Furthermore, this data justifies further studies into this relatively new area of research.  It is recommended that future studies look specifically at desire for learning MLS in a variety of choral settings.
Feeling frustrated with their own MLS during choir practice was acknowledged by 15.4% of participants.  When comparing responses to MLS scores, there was a strong correlation and statistical significance between improving musical literacy and reducing frustration levels.  100% of participants with MLS scores between 16 and 25 (highest possible MLS) reported disagreements with statements of frustration.  In this study, the participants generally had more proficient MLS scores than less proficient scores, although a broad spectrum of abilities were represented.  Due to the smaller sample size of lower MLS scores, it is recommended that future studies could focus solely on subjects with low MLS (either self-perceived or tested) to better understand the needs of this demographic.  Within the mentioned limitations of this study, choir conductors can still gather useful insights.  The data suggests that supporting an increase in MLS with their least confident choir members is likely to decrease frustration levels during practice.  Possible solutions for choral conductors to consider include creating an induction process for new members to better understand their MLS and support needs, and to provide one-off workshops at different skill levels for choir members to participate in voluntarily.    
When participants were presented with the statement ‘I feel welcome and supported in my choir, regardless of my music literacy skills’, the vast majority (96.7%) agreed.  Approximately three quarters of those who agreed, ‘agreed strongly’.  This is a testament to community choirs across the UK.  For the 91 participants in this study, it was almost unanimous that their community choir was a place where they felt both welcome and supported.  It has been acknowledged in the literature that singing in choirs promotes happiness and well-being (Bailey, 2023; St George’s, 2025).  This data further demonstrates the universal appeal of all community choirs and could be used to justify a larger study with regards to comparing the well-being benefits of singing in different choral sub-types (auditioned and non-auditioned; sheet music and aural skills only).
Confidence in rehearsals, when compared with MLS scores, provided the strongest correlation and statistical significance.  The data supports, overwhelmingly, that choir members lacking self-perceived confidence should be supported and encouraged to increase their MLS.  Note that this correlation (MLS and Confidence) was found specifically within NACCs that use sheet music.  Therefore, this data supports and may help justify future studies comparing confidence levels within different sub-genres of choral singing.  To the researcher’s knowledge, there is no existing literature on this specific topic.  Although it is not currently known if this confidence correlation is unique to NACCs that use sheet music or possibly more universal, it does provide preliminary insights into the relationship between knowledge and confidence.  It could be seen as part of a broader conversation in terms of how education and training, in any field, may improve the emotional wellbeing of a person – most especially when that knowledge is seen as a prerequisite for that activity, such as MSL and singing from sheet music.
Overall, this study aimed to increase knowledge of the MLS levels within NACCs that use sheet music.  It was designed to provide useful insights into the feelings and experiences of this demographic, for which to this researcher’s knowledge, had yet to be researched.  Furthermore, by correlating the participants’ MLS scores to their feelings and experiences, its objective was to justify the development of an informed skills building tool specific for this type of choir.  
This study was fortunate to have a large participant uptake from a wide variety of choirs across the UK.  This, in turn, allowed for quantitative analysis with descriptive statistics to sit alongside strong statistical correlations and significances in many instances.  Key findings included:
· The MLS of choir members in NACCs that use sheet music is extremely varied.  There is no correlation between age, gender, geographic location, or years of singing experience.    
· Skills Building Tools will not be of interest to everyone in the choir.  For those who are interested in improving their MLS, there must be a variety of skill levels taken into account.  Many choir members that consider themselves to be highly skilled in music literacy still desire additional knowledge and skills building.
· Choral conductors can promote skills building within their choirs by highlighting the positive impact it is likely to have.  Increased MLS should reduce frustration levels and increase confidence during rehearsals.
· Despite varying levels of MLS and interest in skills building, choral conductors are creating welcoming and supportive environments for music making in their communities.
This research has provided many useful insights into MLS within NACCs using sheet music and presents multiple opportunities for justifying future research to increase the understanding of the unique needs and benefits of singing in this often-overlooked choral sub-genre.  The findings in this study, although insightful, should be scrutinised for it’s shortfalls.  The questionnaire on MLS was designed to uphold the inclusivity and non-scrutiny of NACCs and therefore was as a self-reflection of skills as opposed to a literal test. It, therefore, does not have the same level of rigour as an actual music theory test would have provided.  More participants self-reported high MLS levels than lower levels.  Future studies could be designed with exclusion criteria to identify a more balanced sample.  Furthermore, the feelings-based questions in this study were developed by the researcher based on insider knowledge.  Future studies may look for questionnaire formats developed and trialled within other fields of study to aide in triangulation and mitigate bias. 
Throughout this small study, the researcher had identified two main learning outcomes with regards to personal and professional development.  The first was to gain knowledge and proficiency in conducting quantitative research, analysing data using descriptive statistics.  As a first research project, conducting a quantitative study was a large challenge, which at times felt overwhelming in terms of learning new skills and procedures.  Upon reflection, this project has provided a practical opportunity to use and strengthen new research skills alongside deepening the researcher’s commitment to pragmatic methodologies.  It has been empowering to use quantitative analytical skills to answer research questions with statistical significance.  
The second, and final, desired learning outcome was to increase the researcher’s knowledge within the specialism of music literacy within non-auditioned community choirs using sheet music.  This was especially important, as music literacy is a topic that regularly arises when conducting their own choirs.  It is often a conundrum with regards to how best to approach the topic, especially when wanting to maintain a welcoming and inclusive culture.  This study highlighted the importance of continuing to provide aural practice tools to support home learning, as well as continuing to embed call and response learning into rehearsals.  It highlighted the important topic of elitism in music education and has led the researcher to question their own background and training within the traditional Western Classical framework.  It is acknowledged that elitism in music would be a valid future topic for research.  
Finally, the results of this study have ignited a desire to foster better communication and skills sharing between choral conductors, especially within the sub-genre of NACCs that use sheet music.  It has highlighted the unique offering and challenges this type of choir can present, as well as the profound benefits being part of a community can bring to our overall wellbeing.   
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