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I. INTRODUCTION 

The purpose of this paper is to acknowledge three fundamental understandings of the research 

process: 1) ontological beliefs have implications for research design (Castellan, 2010; Creswell, 

2003; Crotty, 1998; Mackenzie and Knipe, 2006); 2) there is no superior philosophical approach 

to ascribe to in research (Cohen et al., 2000; Crotty 1998; Makombe, 2017; Okesina, 2020; 

O'Leary, 2017; Tuli, 2010); and 3) each theoretical approach gives the researcher a unique lens 

to reveal findings to a research question (O'Leary, 2017). These key understandings place the 

onus on the individual to first discern how they view reality (ontology), how they believe knowledge 

to be acquired (epistemology), and consider what methodologies align with their worldviews 

(paradigm). The methods and tools that will be used for the inquiry are then chosen based off 

these considerations (Cohen et al., 2000; O'Leary, 2017; Tuli, 2010).  

This essay will first define ontology and epistemology to lay the foundation for the analysis of three 

prominent research paradigms—positivism, constructivism, and pragmatism. This will prompt a 

discussion of how particular paradigms may lead the researcher to explore a more quantitative, 

qualitative, or mixed-method approach. The paper will then provide examples of three 

methodologies compatible with the three different approaches such as experimental, 

hermeneutics, and action research before highlighting the methods that can be used within each 

methodology, namely survey, interview, and focus group. Turning attention to ethical 

considerations, the essay will address potential challenges in insider research and then conclude 

by weighing the advantages and disadvantages of each research design, considering their 

applicability to a choral director such as myself. 

II. FOUNDATIONS OF RESEARCH POSITION: ONTOLOGY AND EPISTEMOLOGY 

Ontology is the study of being and the nature of existence or reality (Gray 2009, p.17). Ontological 

views can primarily be categorized as an objective and singular reality, as a subjective and 

perspectival reality, or as a constructionist reality (Scott, 2023). A researcher’s ontological beliefs 

determine a cascading series of decisions and assumptions within the research process, 

beginning with epistemology (Hitchcock and Hughes, 1995). Epistemology refers to “what it 

means to know” (Gray 2009, p.17). Furthermore, epistemology is particularly concerned with 

knowledge validation and the methods that are used for said validation (Walliman, 2005). Another 

understanding of this term is how one “makes sense of the world” (Walliman 2005, p. 432).  

 If one holds an objective ontology, then it implies their epistemological stance would be empirical 

(O’Leary, 2017). In contrast, a subjective or constructionist ontological perspective may acquire 
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knowledge through gathering many perspectives and pulling meaning from many individual 

experiences (Lee, 1992). However, the implications of an ontological belief do not cease at 

epistemology. In fact, the whole research design relies on a “golden thread” (Makombe, 2017, 

p.3380) of connection between ontological views, epistemological assumptions, and the rest of 

the research process  (Creswell, 2003; Crotty, 1998; Gray, 2009; Mackenzie and Knipe, 2006; 

Makombe, 2017; O'Leary, 2017).  

Novice researchers can fall prey to glossing over the interconnectedness of ontology, 

epistemology, paradigm, methodology, method and design (Makombe, 2017). This lack of 

understanding can cause a premature jump from proposing the research question straight to 

determining what methods they would like to use in their research (Mackenzie and Knipe, 2006; 

Okesina, 2020; Tuli, 2010). Missing this connection can threaten the legitimacy of one’s research, 

as taking the step to consider one’s methodology showcases that the researcher has engaged in 

thoughtful, rigorous processes, and is committed to addressing responsibilities and controversies 

associated within their epistemological stance (O'Leary, 2017). 

III. RESEARCH PARADIGMS 

While ontology and epistemology address the broader concept of the nature of reality and 

acquisition of knowledge, Mackenzie and Knipe (2006) emphasize the importance of exploring 

and establishing one’s paradigm. They warn the researcher that without choosing a paradigm as 

the preliminary stage of the research process, “there is no basis for subsequent choices regarding 

methodology, methods, literature or research design” (Mackenzie and Knipe, 2006, p.2). 

A paradigm is a comprehensive framework encompassing shared assumptions about the nature 

of reality, the role of the researcher, and the appropriate methods that guide the entire research 

process and shape researchers' perspectives within a particular field (Bogdan and Biklen, 1998; 

Kuhn,1962; Mackenzie and Knipe, 2006; Schwandt, 2007; Walliman, 2005). Minding that there 

are numerous theoretical frameworks, (some of which can be found in a supplemental table of 

additional paradigms in appendix A) this essay will now examine three of the more prominent 

paradigms found within research literature: positivism, constructivism, and pragmatism (Creswell, 

2009; Gray, 2009). 

The positivist paradigm, sometimes referred to as “empirical science,” (Creswell, 2003, p.6) 

assumes that there is one, objective truth, independent of consciousness (Gray, 2009).   Positivists 

view reality as a “concrete structure” which is best understood through prioritizing causation of the 

things that exist in nature's fixed reality (Lee, 1992, p.2). Positivism follows a very systematic 
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approach to research, generally the scientific-method, making replicability and generalizability 

possible (Hammersley, 2007; O’Leary, 2017). Traditionally positivism has been viewed as the 

dominant epistemological paradigm employed in research, especially in the mid twentieth century, 

(Gray, 2009) although recent literature deems positivist research as insufficient or lacking meaning 

without putting data into meaningful context (Lee, 1992).  

Another criticism from recent literature challenges the positivist paradigm as unable to handle 

anomalies that may surface when conducting research, which can cause a positivist researcher 

to question the validity of the study or even mark their predictions as failed (Morgan, 2007). Pope 

and Mays (2020) believe positivism to face great obstacles when applied to human research 

participants due to their capacity for reflection, self-awareness, subjective views, and the ability to 

alter behavior and opinions intentionally. They go as far to suggest that positivism is better suited 

for non-human subject matter (Pope and Mays, 2020). Crotty (1998) illuminates a large point of 

ontological dissonance within the positivist paradigm. Crotty (1998, p.40) states “no matter how 

faithfully the scientist adheres to scientific method research, research outcomes are neither totally 

objective, nor unquestionably certain.” The inherent challenge of achieving absolute objectivity in 

empirical research serves as a critical pivot point, prompting an exploration into alternative 

paradigms that grapple with the subjectivity of human experiences— for example, the 

constructivist paradigm. 

The constructivist paradigm, also referred to as “social-constructivist” or “interpretivist,” 

(Creswell, 2003, p.8) posits a relativist ontology, suggesting the existence of multiple realities and 

embraces a subjectivist epistemology, wherein the knower and respondent collaboratively shape 

understandings (Denzin and Lincoln, 2018; Mackenzie and Knipe, 2006; Okesina, 2020; Scott, 

2022). Additionally, constructivism adopts a set of naturalistic methodological procedures (as 

opposed to an experiment which controls variables and tries to isolate phenomena), grounded in 

the exploration of phenomena in the natural world (Denzin and Lincoln, 2018). What literature 

boasts about as an advantage of constructivism also poses as a limitation, as constructivism tends 

to focus on context-specific understanding which makes generalizing findings a challenge 

(Dobrovolny and Fuentes, 2008). In the same vein, the prolonged engagement and in-depth 

exploration of constructivist research can be time-consuming and may not always align well with 

the practical constraints of certain research projects (Dobrovolny and Fuentes 2008; O’Leary, 

2017). Constructivism, like many other paradigms that fall under the subjective and qualitative 

category of research, struggles with validity (which will be discussed in section IV. Critical 

Evaluation of Research Approaches). 
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For Feilzer (2010), The pragmatic paradigm enables researchers to explore diverse ideas without 

being limited to a single theoretical framework. Here the focal point is the "research problem," and 

all approaches are employed to comprehend this issue (Creswell, 2003, p.11). With the research 

question at the forefront, data collection and analysis methods are selected based on their 

potential to offer insights into the question, without strict allegiance to any philosophical paradigm 

(Makenzie and Knipe, 2006). Some pragmatists view paradigms as too limiting in the types of 

methods that can be utilized in research, which can squander “intellectual curiosity” (Feilzer, 2010, 

p.7). Morgan (2007, p.66) agrees that metaphysical paradigms may prioritize abstract concepts 

without a clear emphasis on practical implications or the effectiveness of different “lines of action.” 

The pragmatic approach gives space for the researcher to explore rather than definitively establish 

a singular truth (Feilzer, 2010). Although Morgan (2007) has a compelling argument for the use of 

pragmatism and mixed methods (utilizing both quantitative and qualitative methods), this may not 

be the best choice for a novice researcher who is already lost in the “swampy lowlands” of 

navigating the complex nuances of theoretical frameworks, ontologies, and epistemologies 

(Schön, 1983, p.42). What Morgan calls limiting when referring to other traditional paradigms (ie. 

positivism, constructivism) can maybe serve as a welcome guard-rail for those embarking on this 

path for the first time (Hampson and McKinley, 2023). Hampson and McKinley (2023) express 

concerns that the emphasis on “what works” may compromise the pursuit of universal truths or 

principles. Sidestepping paradigmatic issues may seem like an appealing way to get the best of 

both worlds, however, the legitimacy of research methods depends on the corresponding beliefs 

within their respective paradigms (O’Leary, 2017). If the beliefs of one paradigm are true, the 

beliefs of another paradigm may be false, making both research methods seemingly incompatible 

(Hampson and McKinely, 2023). Morgan (2007) rejects this argument by rejecting the idea of the 

paradigm altogether. Morgan (2007, p. 49) prefers the term “pragmatic approach.” The abstract 

metaphysical concepts are less relevant or meaningful to the pragmatist if they do not contribute 

directly to solving real-world problems or informing practical decisions. Hampson and McKinley 

(2023) retort with three compelling arguments. First, even though Morgan (2007) rejects the idea 

of pragmatism as a paradigm, much of the research being conducted with a pragmatic approach 

tends to follow a paradigmatic structure, thus making it fair play to evaluate it with comparable 

criteria (Hampson and McKinley, 2023). Secondly, while "do what works" may sound reasonable, 

it lacks an exploration of the criteria for defining what constitutes as "working" (Hampson and 

McKinley, 2023, p. 135). Thirdly, what pragmatists view as a weakness of the paradigm can be a 

strength in that theoretical frameworks can provide a roadmap to researchers when trying to 

determine which methodologies to apply (Crotty, 1998; Mackenzie and Knipe, 2006). 
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To summarize, positivism, has historically dominated research its emphasis on empirical 

observation and scientific rigor, but achieving objectivity in the complex realm of human 

experiences remains to be a challenge. Constructivism, on the other hand, embraces subjectivity 

and participant perspectives, making it suitable for exploring psychosocial influences. However, a 

notable disadvantage is its focus on context-specific understanding, which poses issues with 

generalizing findings to broader populations or situations. Pragmatism, offers flexibility and allows 

exploration of diverse ideas, making it suitable for navigating research complexities. However, 

emphasis on what works in the immediate context may lead to a neglect of fundamental theoretical 

underpinnings, potentially limiting the development of overarching principles and deeper 

understanding in the long run. Engaging in research extends beyond the mere adoption of a 

paradigm or methodology. The decision on the method used inherently signifies a particular 

viewpoint on the studied situation, embedding implicit assumptions and yielding answers about 

the subject being examined (Lee, 1992). Given this and understanding that each paradigm offers 

advantages and disadvantages, the researcher ought to first reflect on what their philosophical 

stances are in relation to what is being researched, consider how each paradigm supports their 

position, and weigh the methodology and methods implications associated with each paradigm 

before proceeding with their research project (Makombe, 2017; Okesina, 2020; O'Leary, 2017; 

Tuli, 2010). 

IV. QUANTITATIVE, QUALITATIVE, AND MIXED-METHOD RESEARCH APPROACHES 

The terms quantitative, qualitative, and mixed-methods are all approaches that describe overall 

research methodologies, methods, and data (Creswell, 2003; O’Leary, 2017). Crotty (1998) notes 

that every research problem can be addressed using quantitative, qualitative or mixed methods, 

however each approach handles knowledge acquisition differently. Quantitative research is often 

found within the positivist paradigm and seeks to uncover objective truths through systematic 

empirical observation and measurement (Gray, 2009; Creswell, 2003). This approach typically 

utilizes numerical data, statistical analysis, and a deductive reasoning process to draw 

generalizable conclusions.  

Qualitative research is not grounded in any one theoretical framework (Gray, 2009), however, 

the constructivist paradigm often calls for a qualitative approach (Creswell, 2003). This approach 

emphasizes in-depth exploration, often employing methods such as interviews, observations, or 

content analysis. While qualitative research provides a nuanced understanding, its context-

specific nature limits generalizability, and rigor is sometimes questioned (Gray, 2009; Lub, 2015). 



   

 

  Anne Crozier (2246692) 

 
8 

Mixed-methods research combines both quantitative and qualitative elements to provide a 

comprehensive understanding of a research question (Creswell, 2003). This approach is often 

used in the pragmatic approach, as it acknowledges the strengths of both paradigms and aims to 

focus on inquiry and the research question over allegiance to metaphysical paradigms (Chenail, 

2011; Morgan, 2007).  

A. GATEKEEPING VALIDITY IN RESEARCH: QUANTITATIVE VERSUS QUALITATIVE METHODS 

Bias is inherent in holding any belief at all (Scott, 2023). Bias in research is not a matter of is it 

present or is it not, but rather to what extent has the research design accounted for bias and 

mitigating it (Pannucci and Wilkins, 2010). Yet, it is qualitative research that seems to historically 

struggle with validity as it is often criticized as “subjective, unscientific, and anecdotal” (Winter, 

2020, p.18). Dobrovolny and Fuentes (2008) make the case that the need for judgement or 

decision making during the evaluation process may categorize qualitative and quantitative 

research as equally subjective and possibly emotionally or politically charged, depending on the 

context of the researcher. This stance is contrary to the narrative that has been told about reliability 

of research methodology since the 1970s. The “battle of egos” (Long et al., 2000, p.190) or 

“paradigm wars” (Williams, 2020, p.82) between quantitative and qualitative research are well 

documented (Ercikan and Roth, 2006; Kelle, 2006; Lub, 2015; Long et al., 2000; Mackenzie and 

Knipe, 2006; Morgan, 2007).  Efforts from the qualitative side have shifted towards establishing 

stricter standards, particularly focusing on external reviews to verify the credibility of the findings 

(Lub, 2015). One of the methods used to increase qualitative research validity is triangulation 

(Vogl et al., 2019). In triangulation, at least two sources of different types are compared to reduce 

the chances of reaching inaccurate conclusions (Hammersley, 2008; Vogl et al., 2019). While 

Guba and Lincoln (1985) set the original standards for qualitative validity criteria, Morse et al. 

(2002) note that there has been a large influx of terms and criteria, which seem to cause more 

disarray than direction in establishing the validity of qualitative research (Caelli, et al., 2003). Even 

still, there lies a point of contention between quantitative and qualitative research. Sandelowski 

and Barroso (1993) reject the idea of universal standards for qualitative research, noting that the 

varied epistemological approaches within qualitative methods make it too challenging to devise a 

one-size-fits-all set of criteria.  

V. METHODOLOGY 

Methodology refers to the “overall approach to research linked to the paradigm or theoretical 

framework” while method refers to “systematic modes, procedures or tools used for collection and 

analysis of data” (Mackenzie and Knipe, 2006, p.5). Hampson and McKinley (2023, p. 127) puts 
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it a little more simply as methods as the “source of data collection” and methodology as the “way 

to analyze the data.” As shown in figure 1, I combined elements from Creswell (2003), Makombe 

(2017), Mackenzie and Knipe (2006), and Gray (2009) to create a table showing how facets of 

research design are related and highlighted examples of various methodologies and methods that 

correspond with the different paradigms and approaches. Note that this table is just an example, 

and the options are not exhaustive. 

 

Methodology not only offers a roadmap for potential replication by other researchers but also 

establishes credibility by ensuring that the chosen methods align with the research objectives and 

are appropriate for the selected research paradigm (Creswell, 2003; Crotty, 1998). The following 

methodologies are meant to provide a range of examples of types of research design for 

quantitative and qualitative research. 

A. EXPERIMENTAL 

Experimental research design involves manipulating independent variables to observe their 

effects on dependent variables, allowing researchers to establish causal relationships (Walliman, 

2005). Perhaps the most notable aspect of the experimental approach is the element of “cause 

and effect” (Walliman, 2005, p.118). The physical experiment itself is only one part of the research 

process. The scientific-method is a model a researcher may utilize if they are conducting an 
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experiment. This methodology is often associated with quantitative research, as experiments often 

generate numerical data for statistical analysis (Creswell, 2003). This methodology would be 

beneficial to a choral director looking to test a theory, the effectiveness of a teaching technique, 

or to explore anatomy and physiology. An advantage of this method is that it is highly controlled 

which can lead to better understanding of causal relationships (Walliman, 2005). The challenge, 

however, lies in the complexity of human behavior and the multitude of uncontrollable variables 

that participants may introduce (culture, beliefs, attitudes and experiences), making it difficult for 

researchers to isolate and control all relevant factors in a social science experiment (Pope and 

Mays, 2020). Variables labeled as "independent" are often interrelated and influenced by the 

variables being studied (Lee, 1992).  Additionally, ethical concerns may arise if researchers 

attempt to control variables in a study that could alter aspects of participants' experiences, as this 

could potentially lead to unequal treatment or compromise the well-being of the participants 

(O’Leary, 2017). 

B. HERMENEUTICS 

The term hermeneutics stems from the Greek verb, “hermeneuein” (to interpret) and is traced 

back to “Hermes”, the messenger and interpreter of knowledge between the mortals and the 

Greek gods (Gillo, 2021, p.42). Hermeneutic research is known for its deep focus on biblical text 

analysis and interpretation but has since opened to explore the human experience (Paterson and 

Higgs, 2005). As a methodology, hermeneutics is an interpretive approach to understanding 

human experiences, emphasizing the interpretation of meanings embedded in texts, 

conversations, or cultural phenomena (Koch, 1999). Hermeneutics involves understanding 

through language and diverse interpretations brought together in dialogue between researcher 

and participants, emphasizing continuous conversation for knowledge construction, and utilizing 

a circular dance of interpreting parts and wholes for an evolving understanding (Koch, 1999; 

O’Leary, 2017). Hermeneutics is commonly employed in qualitative research to explore the depth 

of meaning within a specific context (Pope and Mays, 2020). Focusing on interpreting the context, 

language, and cultural nuances surrounding a phenomenon hermeneutics allows researchers to 

delve into the subjective experiences and perspectives of participants. Hermeneutics allows for 

rich, qualitative descriptions that capture the complexity of human experiences, leading to a 

deeper interpretation of phenomena (Gray, 2009). However, disadvantages are that it can be 

time-consuming to sort through that much data (O’Leary, 2017) and its susceptibility to 

interpretation bias, as the researcher's preconceptions and perspectives may influence the 

analysis and understanding of the data (Gillo, 2021). 
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C. ACTION RESEARCH 

Action research is a participatory approach where researchers collaborate with participants to 

identify and address practical issues, aiming to yield positive change through research processes 

(Walliman, 2005).  In contrast to an objective experiment where the researcher holds the power, 

action research invites stakeholders to be co-researchers in the process (O’Leary, 2017; 

Walliman, 2005). Action research is designed to solve real-world problems, making it highly 

relevant to practical settings. Often conducted in cycles, action research uses ongoing feedback 

to make adjustments based on the evolving understanding of the issue. The immediate changes 

that action research achieves can make it a desirable methodology. However, as shown in figure 

2, the simultaneous nature of the planning and execution can make it a challenging process to 

facilitate. O’Leary (2017) suggests that action research has a goal in mind, but next steps can only 

be determined once informed decisions from stakeholders have been made. 

 

Figure 2 – the cyclical nature of action research (O’Leary, 2017). 

VI. RESEARCH METHODS 

In research, "methods" encompass the specific techniques, procedures, or processes employed 

for data collection, analysis, and interpretation (Creswell, 2003). These systematic approaches, 

as highlighted by Mackenzie and Knipe (2006), aid researchers in addressing their research 

questions. The appropriateness of these methods is contingent upon the researcher’s ontological 

views, original research questions, goals, and the nature of the studied phenomenon (Castellan, 

2010; Creswell, 2003; Crotty, 1998; Mackenzie and Knipe, 2006; O’Leary, 2017). While there is 

some flexibility in method selection, the overarching guidance for research design comes from the 

philosophical framework, ensuring coherence throughout the research project (Tuli, 2010). 
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A. SURVEY 

Surveys, as a quantitative research method grounded in the positivist paradigm, involve the 

methodical collection of data through structured questionnaires. Utilizing closed-ended questions 

with predetermined response options, surveys are recognized for their efficiency in obtaining data 

from a large sample (Walliman, 2005). However, their limitation lies in the potential oversight of 

nuanced or in-depth insights (Gray, 2009). Qualitative surveys or mixed-methods surveys can be 

designed to include open-ended questions, allowing respondents to provide narrative responses. 

This approach adds a qualitative dimension to the survey, capturing rich, descriptive data 

alongside quantitative insights; however the researcher should be cognizant that open ended 

questions may hinder reliability of the data (O’Leary, 2017). While not typical in pure qualitative 

research, this hybrid survey method allows researchers to gather a broader range of information, 

combining the strengths of both qualitative and quantitative approaches.  

B. FOCUS GROUP 

In the qualitative realm, focus groups convene individuals from the study population in a 

designated setting to collectively discuss a particular issue, thereby generating research data 

through group dialogue that highlights how individual perspectives come together to make sense 

of the given topic. Due to the emphasis on many individual perspectives, a focus group may prove 

to be useful to a researcher who holds an interpretivist or constructivist paradigm. The strengths 

of this approach lie in generating in-depth qualitative data over a determined period of time (Gray, 

2009). Yet, challenges may emerge in managing group dynamics, especially in the case if there 

is cynicism or hostility towards the research theme (Gray, 2009).  

C. INTERVIEW 

An interview is a method that encompasses both interpretivist and pragmatic paradigms and 

involves one-on-one interactions between a researcher and a participant (Gray, 2009). This 

approach allows for a comprehensive exploration of experiences, opinions, and perspectives 

(Creswell, 2003). While interviews provide detailed insights, they may be resource-intensive and 

time-consuming (Creswell, 2003). 

VII. ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS IN INSIDER RESEARCH 

Addressing ethical concerns in research is paramount, especially when the researcher occupies 

an insider role within the setting under investigation. Insider research involves studying a context 

or community to which the researcher belongs, such as conducting research within one's 

workplace or community (Costley et al., 2010). Lincoln and Guba (1989) draw attention to the 



   

 

  Anne Crozier (2246692) 

 
13 

unfortunate account of numerous unethical reports, discouraging individual discretion for 

determining what is appropriate, making a series of guidelines necessary (Lincoln and Guba, 

1989).  The Belmont Report (HHS.gov, 1979) provides three ethical principles to serve as an 

analytical framework for ethics: 1) Respect for persons – the imperative to acknowledge autonomy 

and safeguard those with diminished autonomy. 2) Beneficence – the primary commitment to do 

no harm, maximize potential benefits, and minimize potential harms. 3) Justice – on both individual 

and societal levels, ensuring fairness in the distribution of resources and opportunities.  Struggles 

of objectivity, power dynamics, and conflicts of interest are common ethical considerations when 

conducting insider research (Costley et al., 2010). Researchers must be vigilant in maintaining 

transparency, avoiding biases, and navigating relationships to uphold the integrity of their work. 

Ethical review processes and clear communication with participants are essential components of 

mitigating ethical concerns in insider research. Striking a balance between insider insights and 

maintaining ethical standards is crucial for producing valid and trustworthy research outcomes 

(Costley et al., 2010).  

VIII. ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS FOR THE CHORAL DIRECTOR 

As a public-school teacher engaging in research, ethical considerations take on added 

significance when working with children. Extra safeguards are needed to protect this vulnerable 

population, primarily through guardian permission and consent forms (Universities, UK, 2022). 

The dual role of teacher and researcher brings forth challenges related to power dynamics, 

confidentiality, and potential impacts on students. Protecting the well-being and privacy of 

students is a top priority. Informed consent processes become crucial, ensuring that students, 

parents, and school administrators are aware of the research's nature and potential risks. 

Moreover, ethical considerations extend to how research findings are shared, ensuring 

responsible dissemination within the educational community. Furthermore, as a choral director, I 

want to be extra cautious about not triggering trauma or causing psychological stress by delving 

into extremely personal and vulnerable topics such as “have you ever had a negative or abusive 

experience with a voice teacher and how has that impacted your abilities and connection to 

singing?” The researcher must consider potential risks and harm from both the physical and 

mental sense (University of Wales Trinity Saint David, 2022). Taking these precautions and 

adhering to such a high set of ethical standards ensures that integrity and quality of research are 

upheld whilst protecting all involved in the process.  

IX. CONCLUSIONS AND CONSIDERATIONS OF RESEARCH DESIGN FOR THE CHORAL DIRECTOR 
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This paper highlighted the profound impact of ontological beliefs on research design (Castellan, 

2010; Creswell, 2003; Crotty, 1998; Mackenzie and Knipe, 2006), eliminated the idea of a superior 

philosophical approach (Cohen et al., 2000; Crotty 1998; Makombe, 2017; Okesina, 2020; 

O'Leary, 2017; Tuli, 2010), and considered the generic benefits and limitations that each 

theoretical approach offers (O'Leary, 2017). While these basic understandings underscore the 

individual's responsibility in discerning how their ontological and epistemological views align with 

the many methodologies and methods available for each research inquiry (Cohen et al., 2000; 

O'Leary, 2017; Tuli, 2010), the paper will conclude with important considerations for a public-

school choral director embarking on a research project.  

For choral directors seeking scientific answers to technical problems of the voice, a positivist 

paradigm and quantitative methods may be appropriate and most beneficial (Scott, 2022). 

However, due to the nature of a classroom or studio dynamic where students and teachers bring 

personal views and experiences to the environment, the strict objective lens that is required for 

quantitative research may be difficult to achieve (Mercer, 2007; Scott, 2022). Even still, for some 

teachers, finding objective truths may be what is best for the student if they are seeking to uncover 

objective, measurable, and observable phenomena. The positivist approach to voice research can 

raise questions of ethics due to the invasiveness of medical instruments and examinations of the 

body (Callaghan cited by Winter, 2019, 2:20). Some other considerations of the positivist lens are 

that it often requires use of costly resources. Historically teachers have not had sufficient access 

to classroom resources and often need to personally pay for their supplies (Litvinov, 2022). 

Financial barriers can limit sample sizes and access to appropriate equipment required for the 

study which can impact replicability, credibility, or generalizability (Dobrovolny and Fuentes, 

2008). In contrast to a positivist approach, choral directors wishing to explore the psychosocial 

influences of the voice may find that a constructivist approach complements the interpersonal 

connections that naturally occur within the studio (Winter, 2020). This approach would allow choral 

teachers to engage in rich discussions and sort through many perspectives of students while also 

embracing and utilizing their own perspective shaped over years of teaching experience. For 

choral teachers interested in integrating quantitative measurements of vocal function with 

qualitative insights into singers' experiences or preferences may decide to take a pragmatist 

approach and utilize mixed methods (Scott, 2023).  

Researchers may hold different philosophical perspectives depending on what the context of the 

question is (Feilzer, 2010; Morgan 2007; Morgan 2014). Looking forward to applying this to my 

own research in Module 3, I would like to find ways to engage with my students to better 
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understand the polarizing culture surrounding views on singing, ability, and overall value of 

performing arts in secondary education. In appendix B, there is a plan for this potential research 

focus engaging in quantitative methodology and the positivist paradigm and in appendix C, there 

is a plan using qualitative methodology and the constructivist paradigm. Both appendix B and C 

utilize the Driscoll (2007) reflective model. What this demonstrates is whilst navigating the complex 

terrain of research methodologies and paradigms, researchers function as discerning explorers. 

Guided by their philosophical compass, akin to a map, they navigate the intricacies of 

methodological choices. Researchers leverage these philosophical foundations as essential 

beacons, casting light on the path forward and shaping the landscape for meaningful knowledge 

discovery. 
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XI. APPENDICES 

APPENDIX A 

Table of additional paradigms 

 

Source: Mackenzie and Knipe (2006, p.4) 
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APPENDIX B 

Plan for Module 3 Research Question: engaging with a quantitative methodology and the 

positivist paradigm using the Driscoll (2007) reflective model. 

“how can past singing experiences impact self-perceived abilities and enjoyment of choral 

singing in students aged 13-18?” 

What? 

In investigating the research question, "How can past singing experiences impact self-perceived 
abilities and enjoyment of choral singing in students aged 13-18?" the focus is on applying a 
positivist lens with the methodologies of 'experiment' and the method of 'survey' to unveil 
quantifiable relationships between past singing experiences and students' self-perceived 
abilities and enjoyment in choral singing. 

So What? 

Choosing a positivist ontological stance aligns with the belief in an objective reality that can be 
measured and understood through empirical evidence (Gray, 2009). This approach seeks to 
identify measurable patterns and causal relationships, emphasizing the need for systematic 
and replicable research design (Creswell, 2003). Applying this perspective involves 
conducting experiments to establish controlled conditions for causal inference and using 
surveys with the Likart Scale to collect numerical insights (on a scale from 1-10, 10 being 
strongly agree and 1 being strongly disagree) into students' self-perceived abilities and 
enjoyment (Makaombe, 2017). These methodologies align with a positivist worldview, 
prioritizing empirical evidence and objective measurement. 

Now What? 

Evaluating the pros and cons of adopting a quantitative methodology (experiment) and the 
positivist paradigm involves recognizing the strengths of obtaining precise and replicable data 
through experimental approaches. Experiments can provide insights into the causal 
relationships between past singing experiences and students' self-perceived abilities and 
enjoyment. Additionally, the use of surveys enhances the quantitative aspect, offering numerical 
data that can be statistically analyzed to draw meaningful conclusions. Surveys seem like a 
reasonable a meaningful way to collect data. However, it is crucial to acknowledge the 
limitations inherent in a positivist approach, and an experimental methodology, particularly the 
potential to oversimplify complex human experiences. Furthermore, if the question is asking 
about individual experience, how do you create an objective experiment without running into 
extreme ethical issues? For example, while you could argue, that you could compare different 
choirs after creating a negative choral experience and a positive one, the ethical red flags are 
raised. It is not ethical to cause harm or stress in research!   
While this approach allows for a large collection of data through survey collection, the rest of 

what the experimental and positivist approach does not seem appropriate for the research 

question I aim to engage with.  
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APPENDIX C 

Plan for Module 3 Research Question: engaging with a qualitative methodology and the 

constructivist paradigm using the Driscoll (2007) reflective model. 

“how can past singing experiences impact self-perceived abilities and enjoyment of choral 

singing in students aged 13-18?” 

What? 

Exploring the research question, "How can past singing experiences impact self-perceived 
abilities and enjoyment of choral singing in students aged 13-18?" involves adopting a 
constructivist ontological stance, emphasizing the subjective and contextual nature of reality. 
The qualitative methodology chosen is action research, with a focus on the method of a focus 
group, aiming to capture the richness and depth of students' experiences through collaborative 
exploration. 

So What? 

Embracing a constructivist paradigm aligns with the belief that reality is socially constructed, 
emphasizing the importance of individual perspectives and the context in which experiences 
occur (Denzin and Lincoln, 2018; Mackenzie and Knipe, 2006; Okesina, 2020). Action research 
as a qualitative methodology facilitates an iterative process of reflection and action, allowing 
opportunity to make changes to the systems that have allowed for students to have negative 
and even harmful singing experiences. The goal of the action research is to give voice to those 
who may have been mistreated or neglected, account for inequitable resources that may be the 
reason for the negative experiences, and even provide dignity for those who are involved in 
choir but get bullied because it is not “the cool thing to be a part of. This approach allows for a 
nuanced understanding of the impact of past singing experiences on student’s current outlook 
on singing and their personal singing abilities. Utilizing focus groups enhances this qualitative 
exploration by fostering group dynamics, encouraging participants to share diverse viewpoints, 
and unveiling collective interpretations of their choral experiences. 

Now What? 

Evaluating the advantages and disadvantages of a qualitative methodology (action research) 
within a constructivist paradigm involves recognizing the strengths of capturing the complexity 
and depth of individual experiences. Action research allows for flexibility, enabling the 
researcher to adapt the study based on emerging insights (O’Leary, 2017). Additionally, the use 
of focus groups provides a platform for collective sense-making, generating shared 
understandings and uncovering nuances that may be missed in individual interviews (Creswell, 
2003). 
 
However, it is essential to acknowledge the potential limitations of a qualitative approach, such 
as the subjectivity inherent in interpreting findings and the challenge of generalizability. While 
action research provides rich and context-specific insights, the findings may not be easily 
transferable to different settings. To address this, complementing qualitative methods with 
quantitative measures, like triangulation through incorporation of surveys, could offer a more 
comprehensive view, ensuring a balanced exploration of the research question. 
 
In summary, adopting a constructivist paradigm and employing a qualitative methodology like 
action research, along with the focus group method, allows for an in-depth exploration of the 
impact of past singing experiences on students' self-perceived abilities and enjoyment. While 
qualitative methods capture the intricacies of individual experiences, combining them with 



   

 

  Anne Crozier (2246692) 

 
24 

quantitative measures ensures a holistic understanding and enriches the overall research 
findings. Furthermore, understanding the voice in a more holistic context, a “neurological, 
physiological, emotional, and psychological phenomenon” (Dicther et al., 2018; Herbst, 2017; 
Scott, 2023; Zhang, 2016), may better lend itself to this type of research question. 
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