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When planning research in the vocal pedagogy environment, we are adding to an existing body of work. To ensure that the research we perform is meaningful, it is important to understand not only the existing published research, but also the broader concepts of what research is, so that we can make informed choices about the nature of the questions we ask and the way we evaluate our findings.

At the same time, as a practitioner researcher, I need to be transparent about my own view of reality and the way I draw conclusions about it (Brown and Dueñas, 2019; Guba and Lincoln, 1994; Pretorius, 2024).

According to Kuhn’s view, a paradigm is a set of working assumptions shared by researchers or colleagues at a particular period in history (Chafe, 2024). Coming from a physical sciences background, this is the definition I am most familiar with. Chafe (2024) compares this shared paradigm, implicitly understood through the methodology, textbooks and publications of the time, with the constructivist paradigm described by Guba and Lincoln (1994). The author contrasts Kuhn’s discipline-wide paradigm with the personalised paradigm of Guba and Lincoln (1994), arising from the researcher’s unique philosophical point of view. I aim to show that both a discipline-wide paradigm and a personal paradigm have an important place in our pursuit of practitioner research.

As Brown and Dueñas (2019) point out, rigorous research should begin by stating the researcher’s assumptions, and the paradigm that defines their perspective. I work with choirs of varied ages, in addition to my individual singing teaching. If my studies are to improve the quality of my teaching, it will be useful to examine what I understand good singing teaching to be. In this assignment I will examine my own beliefs and assumptions as far as possible, using the “building blocks” of my paradigm in the sequence suggested by Brown and Dueñas (2019): axiology, ontology, epistemology, methodology and methods.
[bookmark: _Toc189217511][bookmark: _Toc189217539][bookmark: _Toc189217750]Axiological position
Axiology is the study of what is perceived as having value (Biedenbach and Jacobsson, 2016). At the initial stages of research, it is worth looking at what is motivating the research - is it being conducted purely for the sake of informing our teaching practice, or are there other factors driving the research (Brown and Dueñas, 2019)? 

Looking at the values driving the research can also have ethical implications. The funding sources and the political or religious views of the researcher may affect the design, methodology and interpretation of the results. As Brown and Dueñas (2019) discuss, it is important to be transparent about external factors that may affect the research being carried out.

In my teaching practice I work predominantly with amateur singers, including many who have experienced barriers to singing. Some are adults who received negative feedback on their voices many years ago as children. Many of the younger students I teach are neurodivergent. On reflection, the aspect of teaching voice that I value most highly is problem-solving: helping the singers I work with optimise their unique voices and empowering them to do so themselves in the longer term. My motivation in furthering my studies is to deepen my understanding of the physical and mental barriers that prevent singers reaching their potential, and to find tools to help them overcome these barriers.
[bookmark: _Toc189217512][bookmark: _Toc189217540][bookmark: _Toc189217751]Ontological and epistemological position
Ontology is the study of our beliefs about reality (Brown and Dueñas, 2019; Sol and Heng, 2022). Biedenbach and Jacobsson (2016, p. 140) describe ontology as ‘conscious and unconscious assumptions and considerations, regarding the nature of reality’.

There are several ways of considering reality - for example, a realist perspective takes the view that there is one objective reality which can be verified, while relativism or anti-realism describes multiple subjective realities which are social constructs (Brown and Dueñas, 2019). There are nuances to this division which I will describe in more detail when discussing paradigms.

My view of reality in terms of my individual singing teaching practice is that each student requires a unique approach, a relativist position. As a practitioner researcher it is impossible to be fully objective about my students as my perceptions are coloured by my experience. Every student has a unique physical make-up, social history and personality which will contribute to the sound they make and the thoughts and feelings they will express when they sing. Different barriers hold each student back from reaching their full potential, including physical issues such as poor posture and breathing habits, as well as their mental well-being. At the same time, there is common ground between many of my students and I think it will help focus my research to look for patterns and common ground between my students so that I can direct my research most profitably. Any insights I gain will also be useful when working with my community choir and other singing groups.

According to the Collins Online Dictionary (2024), epistemology is ‘​​the theory of knowledge, especially the critical study of its validity, methods, and scope’. The Cambridge Online Dictionary definition (2025B) is “the part of philosophy that is about the study of how we know things”. While ontology considers the nature of reality, epistemology looks at the way we interact with reality, or the way we study and discover the nature of reality (Sol and Heng, 2022).

Brown and Dueñas (2019) describe the way different views on epistemology are informed by their paradigm. A positivist paradigm assumes that we can reach a single objective truth using reliable tools to measure and quantify reality, while a constructivist or interpretivist paradigm seeks to uncover multiple subjective truths.

My epistemological approach will be to assess how particular tools or strategies might be used to help my students reach their potential, by critical evaluation of existing research and by testing new ideas in my practice. This is closest to a constructivist or interpretivist epistemology, as I aim to discover the subjective truth for individual students, but also takes elements from a post-positivist epistemology, using existing research and knowledge.
[bookmark: _Toc189217513][bookmark: _Toc189217541][bookmark: _Toc189217752]Defining the paradigm of my research perspective
Brown and Dueñas (2019) quote Kuhn’s (1962) definition of a research paradigm as “the set of common beliefs and agreements shared between scientists about how problems should be understood and addressed”. Schwandt (2007, p. 184) defines a research paradigm as a “shared world view that represents the beliefs and values in a discipline and that guides how problems are solved”. Both the above definitions refer to a shared set of beliefs, rather than an individual perspective, which Chafe (2024) would refer to as a discipline paradigm.

Chafe (2024) characterises an individual’s paradigm position, based on their axiological, ontological and epistemological values and beliefs, as a researcher-defined paradigm, as compared to Kuhn’s discipline paradigm (1962), and suggests we should question the value of trying to establish a team-wide paradigm of this type when conducting qualitative research. While this may be so, as an individual practitioner researcher, I believe that it is vital to reflect on my individual paradigm in the footsteps of Guba and Lincoln (1994).

The positivist paradigm holds that there is one objective external reality which we can study via observation and experimentation (Brown and Dueñas, 2019; Avramidis and Smith, 1999; Pretorius, 2024). In this paradigm, the researcher studies their subject without affecting it in any way (Avramidis and Smith, 1999). The researcher uses empirical, usually quantitative or measurable, tools to determine the nature of reality (Brown and Dueñas, 2019). This approach has been criticised on the grounds that it is virtually impossible to observe without affecting what we perceive, and because no two observers are alike.

The post-positivist paradigm shares with the positivist paradigm the view that a single external reality exists, but counters that we are fallible as observers and cannot measure this reality completely or definitively (Brown and Dueñas, 2019). As researchers we need to be as rigorous and transparent as possible when conducting or presenting our research (Pretorius, 2024). Our understanding improves over time as we accumulate knowledge systematically, through trying to test our hypotheses (Hoon Lim, 2012).

There are aspects of vocal studies that are appropriately studied from a positivist or post-positivist paradigm, where we are interested in measurable data. During and after Covid, studies were carried out to investigate the transmission of the virus while singing (Chew et al, 2022; Vance, Shah and Sataloff, 2023; Wang et al, 2022; Zhang et al, 2024). This is complex, but does seem to point to an external reality, a respiratory virus transmitted through airborne particles and aerosols (UK Health Security Agency, 2022). This approach is also valid where we are interested in statistics; for example, if we wanted to know the percentage of students at an institution who study voice at a particular time, we could establish that by measurement. When we are looking at the physical aspects of the voice, insights from empirical medical knowledge will help us understand what is happening.

The constructivist paradigm takes the view that there are multiple, subjective realities which are social constructs, rather than one objective reality (Brown and Dueñas, 2019; Avramidis and Smith, 1999; Pretorius, 2024). Advancing our understanding involves more qualitative methods where we are interacting with others, for example through case studies or asking open-ended questions (Brown and Dueñas, 2019). Constructivists acknowledge that they are part of the process, collaborating with others to reach a mutual understanding that respects the subjects of the research (Pretorius, 2024). Keywords in a constructivist paradigm include hermeneutic and dialectic study (Avramidis and Smith, 1999). The Cambridge Online Dictionary (2025C) defines hermeneutic as ‘relating to the meaning of texts and the ways in which they are understood’ so relates to interpreting and analysing the way words are used by our subjects. The definition of dialectic is ‘a way of discovering what is true by considering opposite theories’ (Cambridge Online Dictionary, 2025A), which suggests an approach of discussing apparently opposing views to establish underlying truths. By deliberately looking at both sides of an issue, we are more likely to reach a balanced conclusion.

A pragmatist paradigm is a flexible approach, driven by the research question (Pretorius, 2024). Pretorius (2024) describes this approach as prioritising the outcomes and applications of research, while acknowledging that reality, or our view of reality, can change over time. This is a strong approach if we are seeking to solve issues, but the emphasis is not to deliver overall objective truth about reality.

My axiological, ontological and epistemological views as described above fit best with a pragmatist approach, looking for the best way to conduct research that will help solve issues encountered by my singers, using a mixture of methods to unlock useful knowledge for my teaching process.
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A quantitative approach to research looks at measurable entities to obtain information, while a qualitative approach focuses on why and how we think about things (Russell, 2011). A quantitative approach uses tools such as sampling, measurement, statistics and numerical analysis. In contrast, a qualitative approach uses tools such as interviews, focus groups, open-ended questions and critical analysis.

A quantitative approach is ideal for aspects of research where numbers will give us a satisfactory answer. This approach could generate graphic representation of the data, provide statistics or help us test a hypothesis, but quantitative analysis will not yield information about human experience or the nature of human interactions.

Qualitative studies are the most suitable approach when we are dealing with interactions between people. Examples of research that requires a qualitative approach will lead us to answers regarding why people behave in a particular way, how they feel and what they believe. Qualitative studies are challenging to present in an objective or measurable way as they deal with subjective information. 

In both cases, good research requires a well-thought-out design and methodology to yield meaningful results. 

A third route is to employ a mixed method approach, using both quantitative and qualitative studies to explore a topic (Feilzer, 2009). It is possible to embed quantitative research within qualitative research, or vice versa, to shed more light on the topic or to direct further research. Triangulation refers to using an alternative approach to validate the initial conclusions drawn by a single approach.
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Grounded theory is a research methodology aligned with the constructivist paradigm. The originators of this theory were Glaser and Strauss (1967). It is an iterative process of analysing collected data to refine the focus of data collection on successive iterations (Charmaz, 2016). According to Charmaz (2016), the strength of this methodology is that it makes no initial assumptions but draws hypotheses out of the data. The author explains these can then be refined and tested iteratively, offering a fresh, flexible perspective on the data. Charmaz (2016) makes the inductive nature of grounded theory very clear. This can be a disadvantage in a well-established field of research where it can be helpful to work deductively from what is already understood, rather than begin again from first principles.

Action research is conducted through doing a project, rather than thinking through a solution (Bradbury and Reason, 2003). Bradbury and Reason (2003) explain that action research is usually motivated by addressing social injustice and involves a project where the researcher and the community or participants collaborate on a project. The authors explain that a single researcher can engage in action research by consciously reflecting on their actions, for example using a journal. They describe large-scale examples which bring about social change by connecting separate, but interrelated, groups to foster reflection and collaboration. This approach requires a commitment to a common cause, or a very clearly defined goal with motivated participants. It is an inclusive and democratic process and can work within an educational setting. Action research requires by its definition good collaboration, so will not be an effective approach if the groups involved do not reach consensus or do not communicate with each other across the life of the project. Obtaining consensus across diverging groups can be a time-consuming process, so a project where participants have very full schedules will be challenging with this approach.

Case studies focus research on a single setting, but could involve an individual, a group or a community (Brown and Dueñas, 2019). To understand exactly what can be learnt from a particular case, the researcher might use a range of methods such as interviews, focus groups, histories or observation. A well-constructed case study can provide insights that can apply in a wider context, but particular care should be taken when generalising to different contexts. Berg, Philipp and Taff (2019) highlight another potential pitfall, with the example of case studies in occupational therapy where relevant information about social determinants of health was missed in some case studies. A case study should capture sufficient data about the setting being studied to yield useful information.  
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There are many methods of gathering and examining data. The methods we use will be dependent on our research design and question, so it is important to be clear about what we want to know and think carefully about how best to achieve this aim.

Interviews are an established method of conducting qualitative research (Burton and Bartlett, 2005; Choak, 2011). There are three main categories of interview: structured, partially structured and unstructured (Choak, 2011). A structured interview asks the same questions under the same conditions to every respondent (Burton and Bartlett, 2005; Choak, 2011). This method allows for very precise comparisons so long as the interview contains questions that are unambiguous and carefully worded to elicit information from which we can draw meaningful conclusions (Burton and Bartlett, 2005). Unstructured interviews have the advantage of allowing the respondent to put things into their own words and allowing space for new ideas and unexpected information to be drawn out (Burton and Bartlett, 2005). The disadvantage of this approach is that it can generate large and diverse quantities of information that are time-consuming and unwieldy to analyse (Burton and Bartlett, 2005). A partially structured interview can be a useful compromise between these approaches, asking some very specific questions, but also allowing space for wider-ranging answers (Choak, 2011).

Questionnaires are a useful means of obtaining information from many respondents to give a broad range of opinions, but less useful for reading subtle, nuanced differences in opinion (Burton and Bartlett, 2005). The data from a questionnaire with open-ended questions can be analysed qualitatively by means of coding, a hermeneutic process where answers are categorised and organised by themes or keyword analysis. As Burton and Bartlett (2005) point out, carefully considered questions designed to illuminate the issues of interest will make this process easier.

A focus group is another useful research method. Group size should be sufficient for a range of views to be heard, but not so large that it is hard for everyone to be heard (Choak, 2011). Choak (2011) notes that a focus group allows for discussion, but that the interviewer should facilitate this to ensure discussion is constructive. The author adds that thought should be given to the time, venue and environment of the discussion, how the group will be made up and whether the format is a group interview or a general discussion. The researcher should also reflect on their own potential biases to try and mitigate them (Burton and Bartlett, 2005).

A Likert scale can add nuance to a yes or no question. The interviewee can rate their response on a scale. This is a versatile tool that can capture a broader range of feelings. On the other hand, a Likert scale is not absolute as different people will interpret the scale differently, influenced by their interpretation of the question. 

A general principle is using triangulation of results, which means using a combination of methods to validate the conclusions we draw. If two methods yield similar results, we can have more faith that the results are valid.

Once we have gathered data, there are various approaches to analysis of that data. In qualitative analysis, we are always looking for patterns or stories underlying the data to make sense of what we see. 

Thematic analysis is an umbrella term for various ways of identifying themes or categories in the data in a transparent way. It is a step-by-step approach. We gather the data, transcribe it, read through to become familiar with it, reflect on the data and annotate it, find codes which can be grouped into categories and finally to underlying themes (Craver, 2014).

Coding is a type of thematic analysis, as in the study by Hruschka et al (2004). Topics or concepts are marked up and counted, as a way of quantifying their relevance within the data. This is an iterative and continuous process, the results on one pass helping inform the next. This can follow a deductive process, testing an existing concept top-down through the data, or an inductive process, an open-ended process which starts with the data and sees what emerges bottom-up through analysis.

Grounded theory can be used as a method of analysis as well as a methodology. The premise in grounded theory is to start without any preconceived ideas or hypothesis (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). It is an iterative process, learning from each analysis to refine the analysis of the next pass through the data, for instance to improve the interview questions based on the answers received the first time. This is a useful way to approach a new field where there is not much existing research, but might not be the best approach when there is a well-established foundation of knowledge.
[bookmark: _Toc189217517][bookmark: _Toc189217545][bookmark: _Toc189217756]The importance of ethics and insider research within my practice
The Hippocratic oath in medicine is based on the principle “do no harm”, and this is the basis for ethical research too. The World Health Organisation (2025) states that ‘It is important to adhere to ethical principles in order to protect the dignity, rights and welfare of research participants.’ It is difficult to set out a comprehensive framework for ethical research as it is always possible to improve ethical standards. The University of Wales Trinity St David (2022) has a Research Ethics and Integrity Code of Practice document requires researchers to “ensure that research is conducted according to appropriate ethical, legal and professional frameworks, obligations and standards”. This is a complex task and should be informed by research as well as experience (Knight, Shapiro, and Stefkovich, 2001).

Stefkovich and O’Brien (2004) describe five paradigms used to assess ethical issues: justice, whether for the individual or for society; care, taking into account empathy and compassion; critique, taking into account the rights of marginalised people; profession, which in education centres on the rights of the student; and community, where rights are agreed communally. The authors believe decisions should be informed by all these perspectives.

Practical actions for ensuring ethics are addressed include protecting confidentiality of participants, obtaining consent, parental consent for those under sixteen, allowing withdrawal at any stage and providing debriefing and securing and archiving data for the long term (Greene, 2014; Karamatsouki, 2024; Parry and Mauthner, 2004; Shaw, 2003). Other considerations for ethical research involving children are considering their access to safety, dignity and expressing their voice (Phelan and Kinsella, 2013).

The safety of the researcher should also be considered. Possible risks include distress caused by received responses, intimidation, the possibility of compromise and the risk of overestimating their own standards of conduct (Woods, Chambers and Eizadirad, 2022). Phelan and Kinsella (2013) explore many ways the researcher can overestimate their own standards of conduct, for example concepts of consent may be misunderstood, the subject might interpret the questions as a test, or the subject may perceive the researcher as an authority figure, creating an imbalance of power.

Insider research poses challenges as the researcher is embedded within their own research environment and needs to avoid bias (Greene, 2014). While this is true for quantitative as well as qualitative research, qualitative research poses additional challenges in that data is context-dependent, harder to anonymize and possibly subject to copyright considerations (Parry and Mauthner, 2004). It is vital that practitioners reflect critically and transparently on their own point of view – constructing and describing their individual paradigm throughout the process, for instance using reflective journalling and making one’s methodology explicit will mitigate this (Greene, 2014). Another risk is overstepping the mark of confidentiality and including information that has been gleaned outside of the research process without permission or attribution (Scott, 2024). More positively, an insider perspective provides a strong understanding and connection with our field of research and empowers the researcher (Evans, Llewellyn and Lewabe, 2022; Greene, 2014). 

In my research my primary focus will be the student, with particular attention on research with children. The student falls within my duty of care as a responsible adult, and within my responsibility as a professional educator. The community I work in is composed of learning singers, so the rights of its members are in alignment with those of the individuals I teach.
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Practitioner research is a rich and complex environment. The researcher needs to have some grasp of existing research in their field of interest, as Kuhn defines a paradigm (1962), but also needs to reflect on their own axiology, epistemology and ontology so describe their individual paradigm (Brown and Dueñas, 2019; Guba and Lincoln, 1994). It is vital to consider the ethical implications of any proposed research to protect both the participants and the researcher (Stefkovich and O’Brien, 2004; World Health Organisation, 2025).

I propose to study the benefits of signed singing for hearing musicians. My experience of learning signed interpretations of songs has enriched my perception of the meaning of the lyrics, enhanced my singing performance and given me more confidence both as a singer and as a conductor. Having taught signed interpretations to my community and children’s choirs, I think there may be benefits in terms of connecting neurodiverse singers to the content of the songs they sing, and in building performance confidence. I want to deepen my understanding of any resistance and issues within the choir. I am interested in “voice” as we apply the term in poetry or composition, the way it is expressed through sign language and how this affects our physical voice. 

Having established that a pragmatist paradigm is a good fit with my axiological, epistemological and ontological position I think a small-scale action research project, starting my own signing choir and exploring music through this poetic voice, fits my approach (Bradbury and Reason, 2003). This will allow me to trial my idea of using signed singing to enhance my students’ ability to express both their physical and inner voice. I will use a mixture of focus groups and reflective journalling to evaluate whether it does so.
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