
The singer’s understanding of imagery and metaphorical language as teaching tools in the

secondary-school choral rehearsal.

Sarah Elizabeth McNabb

A thesis submitted in fulfilment of the requirements for the degree of Masters in Music, the 

University of Auckland, 2022. 



Abstract

This research aimed to investigate how secondary-school aged singers experience and understand

imagery and metaphor as teaching tools in the choral rehearsal. Participants from the researcher’s

secondary-school choir responded to questions about statements of imagery and metaphor,

measuring their perceived level of understanding, how they interpreted the statement’s purpose and

if it affected a change in their singing. This research provides ideas on how directors might inquire

into their singers’ experiences with imagery and metaphor, and points to the need for further

research in this area.
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Glossary

● Imagery

Visually descriptive or figurative language (Oxford Languages)

● Metaphor

A figure of speech in which a word or phrase is applied to an object or action to which it is

not literally applicable (Oxford Languages)

● Vocal techniques

Techniques applied to the vocal instrument such as posture, breath, tone and resonance.

● Musical concepts

Elements considered in learning a piece of music such as rhythm, melody and articulation.

● Choral aesthetic

The overall sound that a choir makes.

● Student voice

The perspective of students on the teaching and learning occurring in the classroom.

● Warm-up

A vocal exercise intended to warm-up the vocal instrument before practice.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

Choral directors commonly use metaphor and imagery as teaching tools. This type of language can

be used to explain or clarify both vocal techniques and musical concepts. My research is aimed at

exploring the use of metaphorical language and verbal imagery in the choral rehearsal, specifically

looking at the way that singers experience and understand this language when it is used.

My research is rooted in the importance of student voice in a secondary-school context. It has

become an accepted practice for teachers and administrators in New Zealand to seek out student

voice in the classroom in order to measure the effectiveness of teaching practices. In this context,

student voice refers to seeking out the experience and opinions of individual students around

teaching and learning. It was my belief that a similar  process could help measure the effectiveness

of pedagogy used in the choral rehearsal; specifically focusing on the use of imagery and

metaphorical language as teaching tools.

Lakoff and Johnson (1980) determined that metaphor is an effective but unreliable tool in clarifying

concepts, and it is important for directors to consider this when applying them as teaching tools in

rehearsal. In the existing research on teaching tools in the secondary-school choir rehearsal, most of

the studies focus on the types of teaching tools that are used, how often they occur and the resulting

choral aesthetic (Babb, 2010; Fonza, 2014; Wis; 1993). Choral aesthetic refers to the overall sound

being made by the choir, including tone quality, accuracy, diction and any other vocal techniques or

musical elements.

Because the focus of existing research has been on the choral aesthetic, there are findings available

on teaching tools used by experienced directors, including how they use imagery and metaphor in

their rehearsals. Existing research commonly includes the perspective of directors and why they

might have used a particular statement in the rehearsal. However, there is a lack of research around

how the singers themselves experience or understand this type of language when it is used, or how

they might attempt to apply it.

My research aimed to provide a glimpse into the experience of the singers in the choir, including if

they understood the imagery or metaphor used, what they thought its purpose was and if or how

they were able to apply it. I did this through conducting a small case stuYEARdy at Macleans

College, the secondary-school where I teach, over a two month period at the beginning of 2021. The

participants, aged 13 to 17 years of age, were all invited from “Macleans College Chorale”, the

auditioned choir that I direct at Macleans College.
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My motivation for conducting this research was to gain insight from my student-singers. It is my

belief that each individual singer’s experience, including learning important choral concepts, is

impacted by how well they understand these concepts and whether they are able to apply them

effectively. Their level of confidence and understanding will inevitably impact their experience, as

well as the overall choral aesthetic. If, as directors, we are only listening and responding to the

aesthetic but not the individual, we could miss an opportunity to build a deeper understanding of

our singers and consider how we could be communicating with them more effectively.  Nafisi

(2010) stated that “efficient communication is unarguably a key aspect of all teaching, as a teacher’s

knowledge, skill and wisdom are only of help if they can be successfully put across to the student”

(p. 103).

My main research question revolved around investigating how secondary-school choral singers

interpret the metaphorical language and imagery used in the choral rehearsal. This included

addressing the following research questions through the case study mentioned above:

● How do singers understand and experience metaphor and imagery when they are used in the

choral rehearsal?

● How well can singers interpret the purpose of a particular image or metaphor?

● Do singers experience a change in their own vocal technique when applying imagery and

metaphor?

The objective of my analysis was to answer the above questions, and also to draw out any patterns

or relationships between understanding, interpreting language, and being able to describe a vocal

change.

In successive chapters, I offer the following:

● Literature Review: In the literature review, I have outlined and summarised existing

research, including research which critiques the use of metaphor and imagery. There are

connections drawn amongst the literature, as well as gaps identified.

● Methodology: In this chapter I outline my research methodology around the case study

conducted at Macleans College. This chapter outlines the data collected from the case study,

including use of questionnaires, video footage and a focus group and gives details of the

case study as well as points out its limitations.

● Findings: The findings chapter reports on the results of my analysis and triangulation of the

various datasets I collected.

● Discussion: In this chapter I discuss patterns and relationships that arose in the findings, and

draw conclusions from these findings.
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW

My research is centred around exploring the way that New Zealand secondary-school aged singers

experience and understand imagery and metaphorical language in the choral rehearsal. In my review

of the existing literature around my topic, I discuss the following topics:

● 2.1: Vocal techniques and musical concepts taught in the secondary-school choral rehearsal

● 2.2: Teaching tools used in the secondary-school choral rehearsal

● 2.3: The role of imagery and metaphorical language as teaching tools in the choral rehearsal

● 2.4: Critique of the use of imagery and metaphor as teaching tools in the choral rehearsal

● 2.5: Measuring the effectiveness of imagery and metaphorical language used in the choral

rehearsal

● 2.6: Student voice in a secondary-school choral context

Exploring these six areas of research has allowed me to build a deeper understanding of the vocal

techniques and musical concepts choral directors find most crucial, as well as to consider the

different tools that directors use to teach these techniques and concepts. Existing research has

shown that while imagery and metaphor are commonly used in the choral rehearsal, they have

disadvantages as well, and this will be discussed in this chapter.

2.1 Vocal techniques and musical concepts taught in the secondary-school choral rehearsal.

Before approaching the teaching tools used to teach vocal techniques and musical concepts to

young singers, it was important to consider what these techniques and concepts were. I discuss the

techniques and concepts as separate, but equally important, elements of choral education. Vocal

technique refers to the physiology of the voice and how it can be used healthily and effectively as

an instrument. This includes techniques such as posture, breathing and phonation. Musical concepts

refer to the elements of music within a choral work, such as dynamics, text, musicality and other

expressive qualities. The techniques and concepts discussed in the literature informed those

addressed in my own case study. It should be noted that in addition to the literature addressing

secondary-school choral rehearsals specifically, this review also includes literature from a variety of

contexts. These include individual voice lessons and choral environments outside of the

secondary-school such as community and university choirs.

Learning singing technique is important for singers of any age, but especially for young singers

whose voices are continuing to develop and change throughout the adolescent and teenage years.
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Although singing is a natural process, young singers are more likely to reinforce unhealthy vocal

habits without tuition on vocal techniques (Williams, 2012, p. 57). Experts consider the following

five areas of vocal technique to be important in teaching singing for choirs (Fonza, 2014;  Gonzo,

1977; Skoog, 2004; Smith, 2017):

1. Posture

2. Breath

3. Phonation (including onset)

4. Resonance

5. Articulation of text (e.g. diction and vowel shape).

In his study of the use of image and metaphor in developing vocal techniques for choirs, Skoog

(2004) considered posture, breath, phonation/onset and resonance to be the most important

techniques for directors to focus on in the choral rehearsal (p. 44).  These techniques are all a means

to an end: a good vocal sound or choral aesthetic. The definition of what a “good” choir sounds like

exists in the mind's-ear of each director. The director will determine if the vocal tone being

produced is healthy, pleasant and appropriate for the musical style being sung. McKinney (1982)

describes the characteristics of good vocal sound as:

● Freely produced

● Pleasant to listen to

● Loud enough to be heard easily

● Rich, ringing and resonant

● Energy flows smoothly from note to note

● Consistently produced

● Vibrant, dynamic and alive

● Flexibly expressive. (p. 77)

Overturf (1985) studied connections between vocal aesthetic and specific rehearsal techniques

utilised by four conductors of outstanding high-school choirs in the United States. Her research was

comprehensive in its study of the effect of various teaching tools on the choral aesthetic. Her study

included six categories of “vocal elements”: phonation and breath management, intensity, range

development, registration, resonance and articulation (p. iii).

Overturf also discussed the importance of good tone, asserting that while diction and other elements

are important, a pleasant, healthy tone is the priority (pp. 2-7). She comments on two studies carried

out by Thurman (1977) and Caldwell (1980) where both researchers measured the time directors

spent working on certain techniques in rehearsal. She noticed that “both studies found that
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successful choral directors devoted the smallest proportion of time to the development of tone

colour” (p. 16). Of course, vocal tone is impacted by many of the other areas directors devoted time

to such as vowel resonance. In addition, good vocal tone is difficult to define and depends on the

“ideal sound” imagined by each director. Overturf asserts that “the conductor must fully understand

the tonal possibilities for a given group and the avenues to be taken to develop that tonal potential to

the fullest possible extent” (p. 7).

When considering why the directors in Overturf’s study did not spend time specifically on vocal

tone itself, it makes sense that developing skills in posture, breath, phonation, resonance and

articulation directly impact tone, and therefore tone itself does not need to receive a sole focus. An

example of this is in Fonza’s (2014) research on tone-building for beginning high-school choirs.

She focuses exclusively on tone in her study, identifying five areas that can help novice singers

develop tone: breath, resonance, range extension, phonation, and vowel development (p. 2). She

goes on to say that “as students develop the ability to manage the breath efficiently, build resonance,

extend their range, phonate properly and improve vowels, their vocal potential increases” (p. 2).

This is an example of how vocal tone can be improved by developing other vocal techniques.

Outside of the secondary-school context, we still see a focus on the same types of techniques. Carter

(1993) observed the three following areas of technique-building based on her interviews with

professional solo singers and defines them as follows (pp. 186-187):

1. Body focus: awareness of physical coordination and proper alignment to facilitate proper

vocal placement for increased resonance, tone quality and ease of projection

2. Breathing: intake and exhalation of breath, breath control

3. Diction: formation of vowels and consonants.

Interestingly, in Carter’s research, these areas also reflect where imagery methods were experienced

most by the singers.

Jordan (2005) lays out a pedagogical hierarchy for the choral ensemble, which includes teaching the

following techniques in this specific order during the vocal warm-up:

● Relaxation

● Alignment and Body Awareness

● Relaxation of the Vocal Tract: Relaxing the Jaw, Tongue and Lips

● Creating Spaciousness (Use of the Sigh)

● Breathing

● Exhalation and Inhalation
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● Support

● Resonance

● General Resonance

● Specific Resonance

● Vowel Development

● Register Consistency.

The order with which vocal techniques are approached is important due to the connections between

them. Preparing the vocal instrument through body and breath exercises will set up the singer for

success in other areas such as phonation and resonance. This type of consideration is part of the job

of the director when planning which teaching tools they will use within the rehearsal.

Ramona Wis (1993) observed and interviewed successful secondary-school choral directors in order

to analyse the teaching tools they use in rehearsal in order to address vocal techniques and musical

concepts. She observed the directors working on the following issues:

● Finding a good “ah” vowel

● Addressing singers repeatedly singing flat

● Keeping the sound moving

● Finding the shape of a long “ah” vowel

● Finding clarity, projection and rhythmic precision of the first note

● Keeping the sound moving through a phrase

● Creating a strong, clearly articulated line

● Singing through and creating a stronger and more controlled slide

● Expansion of the abdomen while breathing in

● Creation of a clearly articulated and energised vocal line

● Focusing the tone and producing a unified section sound

● Keeping the facial muscles relaxed and long, providing for uniform diction and tension-free

vowel formation

● Relaxation (massage). (pp. 195-196; 200-203).

This list of issues reminds us that musical concepts and vocal techniques are naturally linked. For

example: ‘finding clarity, projection and rhythmic precision of the first note’ has to do with

phonation and onset (vocal techniques) as well as rhythmic accuracy (musical concept). Building

vocal technique will help singers apply musical concepts effectively as well. In other words, vocal

techniques are needed to both make a beautiful sound and to sing a piece accurately. For example, if

a piece happens to have a high tessitura, secure vocal technique will be required for those singers to
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sustain both intonation and a pleasant tone. Correct pronunciation of text, clear diction and the

execution of dynamics and musical articulations all depend on a singer’s vocal technique.

Despite such connections, it is challenging to balance the teaching of the necessary musical

concepts, such as accuracy of notes and rhythms, with the teaching of vocal techniques in a

secondary-school choir. In my own experience, I have found that finding time to consistently build

and reinforce vocal techniques in the rehearsal is the biggest challenge. Other potential challenges

exist as well such as low levels of music literacy and a potential variety of languages being spoken

by singers and directors. These things can hugely impact the ease of communication within

rehearsal. Since vocal techniques can be more difficult and abstract to communicate than musical

concepts, they can be more difficult and time consuming to address. Therefore, it is helpful for

directors to have the tools to instruct singers clearly and efficiently in how to achieve both vocal

techniques and musical concepts.  In the next section, I discuss the most common teaching tools

used in the secondary-school choral rehearsal.

2.2  Teaching tools used in the secondary-school choral rehearsal

Secondary-school choral directors use a range of teaching tools to communicate with the young

singers in their choir. In addition to direct instruction on how to sing the music itself, metaphor and

imagery can act as a further means of verbal communication, often used to explain or clarify more

abstract concepts. However, as in any aspect of life, we also use non-verbal methods to

communicate with one another, both consciously and subconsciously. In this section, I discuss the

different types of instruction applied by choral directors and singing teachers, focusing on three

important non-verbal methods used to communicate vocal techniques and musical concepts:

movement, gesture and vocal modelling.  The use of imagery and metaphor as teaching tools is

addressed specifically in section 2.3.

Gonzo (1977) breaks down the type of instruction given by choral directors into three modes:

cognitive, modelling, and use of psychological devices. He defines cognitive instruction as one

where “the conductor explains the problem in concrete terms” (p. 8). For example, a director might

explain that the word “crescendo” means that the music should get gradually louder. Modelling is

where “the conductor vocally demonstrates the correct solution to the problem and then the singers

imitate what he has modelled” (p. 8). This method can, and is also used to demonstrate, what not to

do in order for singers to compare desirable and undesirable sounds.

Similarly, Cornelius (1982) breaks down the use of metaphor in the choral rehearsal into two
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categories: verbal utterances and gestural utterances. He defines verbal utterances as including “all

kinds of non-musical image associations which may be uttered by the conductor in the rehearsal to

make a musical point.” (p. 13) Gestural utterances refer to movement used in rehearsal as well as

the gesture of the director, both in and out of performance contexts.

Non-verbal communication is a natural part of human interaction. Posture, eye contact and facial

expressions can convey “silent messages” to others without a word being spoken (Mehrabian, 1971,

p. 5). Mehrabian (1971) found that when people are communicating face to face, the words spoken

account for only 7% of the impact of what is being said. Most impactful was facial expression at

55%, and second was tone of voice at 38% (p. 49). This is well known in the choral rehearsal,

where a simple smile or grimace can effectively communicate a director’s level of satisfaction with

the choral aesthetic, both in rehearsal and performance settings. In addition to these more

subconscious, non-verbal communication tools, directors consciously incorporate movement into

their rehearsals to help communicate certain techniques and concepts.

Though my own research was focused on the use of imagery and metaphorical language alone, it

was important to explore how non-verbal communication methods play a part in the teaching of

vocal techniques and musical concepts. In this section, I explore the use of movement and gesture

as a means of communicating abstract musical concepts to singers and the research that exists

around this teaching tool. Methods derived from the work of Laban, Dalcroze and Orff incorporate

movement as a primary means of helping singers develop a technique, or for directors to clearly

communicate a musical concept. The Alexander technique, used widely in the warm-up session of a

choral rehearsal, also depends on connections between language and movement (Fonza, 2014).

The pedagogy of Émile Jaques-Dalcroze, known as eurythmics, is a method of teaching and

learning music primarily through movement, especially the abstract concept of rhythm. He was

known for “championing natural gestures and whole-body movement to connect students’ daily

experiences with their musical learning” (Crosby, 2008, p. 31). This pedagogy connects well with

use of metaphor because it is relying on the memory of lived experiences. In the choral rehearsal,

this method is also thought to have a positive impact on the engagement and energy of the singers

(Crosby, 2008; McCoy, 1994).

Similarly, the Orff approach to music education relies on “utilising exploration, imitation,

movement, speech and play for young children” as defined by Orff New Zealand Aotearoa (ONZA,

2021).  This pedagogy also focuses heavily on the importance of internalising rhythm and works to

connect musical concepts with the lived experiences of young people. Methods based on the work
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of Rudolf Laban built upon his categorisation of movement into the following components:

direction (direct or indirect), weight (heavy or light), speed (quick or sustained), and flow (bound or

free) (Jordan, 2005). Though Laban’s method is used primarily in dance training, it is also being

incorporated as a teaching tool in choral education.

Jordan (2005) suggests associating Laban’s elements of movement with life experiences through

metaphor and imagery. These actions were also used by Jordan’s predecessor, Frauke Hausemann.

Jordan (2005) explains that “central to [Laban’s] theory is the simultaneous concentration on the

three elements of weight, space, and time taking over, or predominating, changes in flow” (p. 182).

For each combination of elements, “there are suggestions of life activities that would reawaken that

particular effort combination in the conductor” (p. 184). He suggests that miming one or more of

these life activities could further clarify the effort combination being attempted. For example, the

combination of indirect space, light weight and sustained time (described as “float”) could be

clarified with the following movement-based life experiences:

● Tracing a picture with a pencil

● Floating in a pool on your back

● Using a bubble wand. (p. 184).

These examples could be used as a movement activity for the singers in rehearsal, but can also be

incorporated into the conductor’s gesture, reinforcing the elements at play throughout a piece of

music. In my own undergraduate conducting training, Laban’s method was frequently applied to

help conducting students communicate these elements to singers in both rehearsal and performance

settings.

Similarly, Cornelius (1982) discusses the use of gestural utterances, describing them as “the

communicative and expressive properties of the arms, hands and face” (p. 14). He elaborates on

how the conductor can communicate musical techniques and expression to his or her singers

through the manipulation of a standard conducting pattern: “two chairs may be quite dissimilar, but

they are recognisable as chairs because of their inherent chair-like qualities. So also it may be that

no two [conducting] patterns should be identical, but the pattern is recognisable as an expressive

and organising aid” (p. 14).

Nafisi (2010) discusses movement as it is used in rehearsals and lessons with singers, organising

movements into categories which include; technical, musical, physiological, and sensation-related

gestures. He asserts that “if done consciously and deliberately, ‘talking with one’s hands’ should not
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be despised nor underestimated in a context that depends on intuition, visualisation and what could

be dubbed a deep physical understanding” (p.115).

It is through using the methods developed by pedagogues like Laban and Dalcroze that choral

directors experience the power of movement-based exercises on our young singers. Sometimes

these movements are used in isolation. However, as we have seen from the examples above,

oftentimes movement is incorporated alongside metaphor or imagery. The gesture and the language

are both using metaphor, essentially. Conducting gesture acts as metaphor as well; when a

conductor mimics a spinning motion with his finger, uses both hands to resemble a tall space or

shows a loud dynamic with bold, sweeping arm movements, he is utilising movement as metaphor.

Ramona Wis (1993) advocates for the partnership of movement with metaphor and imagery. She

suggests that rather than verbal metaphor alone, a combination of metaphor and a gesture or

movement (what she calls “physical metaphor”) is more successful in communicating abstract

concepts to our singers. She asserts that “like verbal metaphor, physical metaphor capitalises on the

natural predisposition of the human mind to connect experiences - concrete with abstract, known

and unknown - but does so in a more natural, meaningful, and enjoyable way” (p. 25).

Wis argues that use of physical metaphor allows the director to easily and quickly assess

participation and engagement in the rehearsal. She says that “[physical metaphor] can point out

which individuals are actively participating and can tell you a good deal about their particular vocal

strengths and limitations (who sings with tension in the low register, who is not as expressive, etc.),

which you can address at a later time” (p. 31). I agree that a director can more easily assess

participation and engagement when singers are using movement. For example, it is easier to tell if a

singer is physically moving or not based on instructions than if they are responding vocally.

However, I would argue that the simple act of involving movement does not necessarily tell us a

great deal about vocal strengths and limitations. Expressiveness may be more easily assessed

visually, but correctly diagnosing tension in the lower register for a singer would require more

investigation, including listening to that singer individually.

An interesting connection between imagery and movement is brought to light in Carter’s (1993)

research into mental imagery and the science and art of singing.  Although this research centred

around professional soloists, the methods discussed are similar to what choral conductors might

apply in rehearsal with young singers. Carter discusses the use of “kinaesthetic imagery” which

seems to imply movement, but unlike many of the examples above, does not require physical

movement from the singers. For example, she observed one vocal teacher who suggested the singer
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"reach down as deeply as you can with the tone” as an image for improving tone quality (p. 188).

To achieve this tone placement he went further, suggesting the singer “imagine you have an anchor

at your feet, and that's the tone and at no point do you have to feel that you have to pull this anchor

all the way up" (p. 188). This image was intended to give him the certainty of sustaining tone in

whatever register.

This type of imagery is used quite often: drawing on a singer’s experience with a physical act in

order to communicate an abstract concept in the music. However, it inherently depends on the

singer having had some experience with the kinaesthetic image being used. Because of this, it is

worth considering the different impact this statement would have on, say, a singer who had

physically pulled an anchor up from a boat in real life compared to a singer who had only

experienced this visually through images or videos. Both may understand the statement (e.g. what

an anchor is, that it is heavy, etc), but there could potentially be a difference in the effectiveness of

the statement based on their different lived experiences.

Carter also raises this question of different lived experiences by asking “are multiple images stored

in individual sense modalities and fused internally, or are they stored with their multiple

components?” (p. 327). In other words, as our own bank of imagery becomes more complex

through lived experiences, do we risk more misunderstanding amongst our singers? She goes on to

suggest that “Further investigation of multiple imagery among singers is warranted for the

possibility of more general application in various settings” (p. 327).

In her research on strategies for tone building among successful secondary-school directors in the

USA, Fonza (2014) found that “these master teachers used similar strategies but varied in

methodology unique to the individual teacher and the students in the classroom. Her findings also

indicated that the teachers “used modelling, movement, and descriptive language to accompany

technical language” and that they “used strategies that aligned with current practice in pedagogical

literature” (p. iv).

Vocal modelling is an important teaching tool used in choral education. Fonza (2014) points out that

modelling allows teachers to reveal behaviours, techniques and sounds effectively, as well as to

demonstrate the desired (or undesired) tone.  “Since singers cannot hear themselves directly, their

perception of the sound is not the same as how others hear them, and they may not know what

peculiar sounds they are making; thus a teacher can try to demonstrate those sounds” (p. 40). It is

worth acknowledging that depending on modelling as a primary means of communication may not

be possible in all contexts. One choral director who participated in Fonza’s study indicated that
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modelling was no longer possible for him after his voice was affected by radiation treatment for

cancer (p. 119). In this case, the director may depend on other singers in the choir to model where it

is appropriate but would likely find themselves utilising other teaching tools more often.

It is clear overall that non-verbal methods have a critical role to play in communicating concepts to

our young singers, as well as in engaging them in the choral rehearsal. Movement can effectively

reinforce concepts that may be less effectively taught if expressed through language alone

(Peterson, p. 30). Because of this, most directors use movement regularly as a matter of best

practice in the rehearsal, and, where appropriate, in performance as well. Conducting gestures can

be used both to clarify concepts in rehearsal and reinforce them in performance. Modelling as well

is foundational to choral teaching, but may need to be supplemented by other teaching tools in order

to be effective. These non-verbal methods all have a crucial role to play in choral education at the

secondary-school level, but as we have seen they are still often partnered with imagery and

metaphor.

In the next section, I explore the impact of imagery and metaphorical language specifically as

teaching tools in the secondary-school choral rehearsal. This section focuses on the impact of the

language alone, and less on how it might be used alongside other important teaching tools discussed

above.

2.3 The role of imagery and metaphorical language in teaching vocal techniques and musical

concepts in the choral rehearsal.

Visualisation and metaphor are widely accepted as effective teaching tools in the choral rehearsal.

Rather than asking if these tools should be used, researchers often focus on how or when. This will

often include the exact exercises that authors or their participants have found most effective. For

example, when addressing teaching vocal technique to young singers, Phillips (1992) mentions “the

slow sip” where singers imagine sipping air through a straw in order to establish deeper breathing.

In each section of his book Teaching Kids to Sing, visualisations and metaphors are included as

possible teaching strategies. In their book on choral pedagogy, Smith and Sataloff (2005) give many

examples of metaphors and visualisations that can be used for teaching vocal techniques during

warm-up activities, especially around relaxation, posture and breathing. This is done without any

discussion of the merits or pitfalls of using metaphorical language and visualisation - it is simply

assumed that this language may be effective in communicating these abstract ideas to singers.

Imagery and metaphor prove effective because it is often difficult to communicate aspects of both
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music itself and the vocal mechanism (Cornelius, 1982; Gonzo, 1977). For example, breath, onset,

phonation and resonance are all mechanics which happen inside the body and, though they can be

felt and heard, it can be difficult for novice singers to understand how to control these mechanisms.

Imagery and metaphor are based on lived experience, and therefore can be easier for singers to

understand, relate to and apply than the language of vocal physiology alone. It should be noted that

using imagery as a primary means for communicating vocal technique has been critiqued, and I will

discuss this further in the next section of this literature review.

Music and metaphor are intrinsically linked. Even without consciously utilising metaphor and

imagery as teaching tools, directors use both as a matter of necessity when talking about music.

Lakoff and Johnson (1980) point out that in the English language, time is expressed through

metaphor as a moving object. They give examples such as “the time will come when…” and “the

time for action has arrived” where the future is expressed as moving toward us (p. 42). In this same

vein, we use metaphor when talking about music, often without realising it.  Time is an abstract

concept in and of itself, but Cornelius (1982) points out that “we think of time as something we can

craft or shape by way of music” (p. 13). For example, we might say that “in going through music

for the first time, singers can get lost” (p. 13). These statements use the physical acts of ‘going

through’ and ‘getting lost’ and apply them as metaphor to the abstractness of music. Lakoff and

Johnson (1980) also argue that other kinds of experience (emotional, mental, cultural, etc) may be

just as basic as physical experiences, but that we typically conceptualise the non-physical in terms

of the physical (p. 59).

Teaching the physiology of the voice can sometimes prove to be challenging for choral directors

because, as with many other aspects of our human biology, the inner mechanics of the voice cannot

be readily seen or touched. Skoog (2004) reminds us that we cannot see or touch the muscles in the

laryngeal area. Novice singers are unlikely to be able to easily isolate and manoeuvre these muscles

without training.

However, some aspects of singing can certainly be felt. For example, a singer can feel the resonance

created by the vibration of the vocal folds, as well as if there is tension in the muscles of the neck

and jaw. Using physiological language alone to clearly identify and describe these mechanisms

would require a singer to have prior knowledge of the terms and functions of the voice as an

instrument. This is one reason why I have utilised imagery and metaphor to communicate with my

singers: the vocal mechanism is both complex and abstract.

Understanding of vocal mechanics and physiology is crucial to ongoing vocal development, but
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even with an understanding of vocal physiology, imagination has an important role to play in

singing and the teaching of singing. In his book, Singing and the Imagination, Hemsley (1998)

asserts that “the purpose, indeed the sole purpose, of training for the profession of singing is to

improve the connection between the imagination and the sounds that eventually issue from the

singer's mouth” (p. 111).

Carter (1993) suggests three specific reasons for the introduction of imagery work, reiterating the

benefit of using imagery to clarify abstract techniques and concepts:

1. First, the vocal mechanism cannot be viewed in entirety; thus in almost all instances

these singers reported some imagery used to facilitate better understanding of

internal vocal mechanics

2. Second, body as instrument is inextricably bound to the public and private persona

and to the physical and psychic well being of the performer, thereby elevating

kinaesthetic or body imagery to a place of prime importance in strategies for the

singer

3. Third, pitches are not predicated on specific positions of lips, arms, or hands as with

an instrumentalist. Rather, pitches must be first heard mentally as aural images and

then produced externally without any manipulation of the instrument by involuntary

muscles. (pp. 191 - 192).

Nafisi (2010) also asserts that the use of imagery and metaphor play a vital part in communicating

vocal techniques. He points out that “a lack of acoustical adjectives in the English (and many other)

languages means also that sound is often described in terms borrowed from the worlds of spatiality

(broad, narrow, spread), temperature (warm), shapes (round, flat), texture (hard, velvety) and colour

(bright, dark, white)” (pp. 103-104). He also brings up the controversy between “advocates of

factual teaching and users of imagery.” In this sense, factual teaching refers to the

“physiological-mechanical processes through which the singing voice is produced” (p. 105).

In addition to the teaching of vocal techniques, imagery and metaphor can be used to communicate

a variety of musical concepts, from musical features (e.g., dynamics, articulation) to the nuts and

bolts of the music (e.g., accuracy in notes and rhythms, cut-offs) to elements of the text (e.g.,

pronunciation, diction, vowel shape). Ware (1998) suggested that imagery is so powerful because

the mind can recall elements of music such as pitch, rhythm, tone, word, and emotion. Imagery and

metaphor can be used in addition to musical directions, especially when directors need to explain to

their singers how to apply a direction. For example, a singer may understand the concept of

crescendo (gradually getting louder) but is unsure how to apply this effectively using their voice.
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Imagery and metaphor can add further meaning in explaining abstract musical concepts such as this.

Improving efficiency is another reason that imagery and metaphor can be effective teaching tools.

Skoog (2004) pointed out that “a choral director cannot be an effective private voice teacher for

every singer in the ensemble during rehearsal, addressing each problem during every moment of

singing. Yet helping singers develop a healthy vocal technique makes an immediate and profound

impact on choral sound” (p. 44). When the director clearly communicates the desired sound and

teaches the vocal techniques needed to achieve this, there will be a shared understanding amongst

the choir members. This will in turn drive a quality sound.

Because choral directors are often tasked with being the primary source of vocal teaching in a

secondary-school environment, but cannot realistically give individual vocal lessons to each singer,

having strategies and tools to teach healthy vocal techniques efficiently is crucial. Cornelius (1982)

asserted that “by developing a higher awareness of the possibilities inherent in metaphorical

language, choral conductors may channel their speech more effectively, resulting in a more efficient

rehearsal technique” (p. 14).

McKinney (1982) compared the voice teacher/singer relationship to that of doctor/patient: “We

must be able to recognise symptoms, determine causes and devise cures” (p. 17).  Through

developing a greater understanding of vocal pedagogy, choral directors will be better equipped to do

these three things. The use of imagery and metaphor exist then as one type of ‘medicine’ we can

prescribe to ‘cure’ vocal faults and communicate elements of musicality to our young singers. This

process is well known to most choral directors and is repeated many times throughout every

rehearsal.

Because my research centres around the secondary-school choral rehearsal, it was important to

address the role that imagery and metaphor can play in that context specifically. In addition to

adding clarity and efficiency to a director’s teaching in rehearsal, I believe that imagery and

metaphor can be tools to help with differentiation among singers. Because of their age, singers at

the secondary-school level will have varying levels of knowledge of the physiology of the voice.

Some may have experienced individual vocal tuition, but for many, participation in a choir is their

first experience learning about how their voice works. They do not have intimate knowledge of their

bodies and the vocal mechanism, and this lack of experience can make it more difficult for them to

apply metaphor and imagery when they are used as teaching methods. The fact that their bodies are

changing so rapidly adds to this challenge. Even in high-performing, auditioned choirs at the

secondary-school level, there is often still a wide variety of knowledge at play. Therefore, directors
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are faced with the challenge of differentiation within the rehearsal.

Fonza (2014) summarises the issue of differentiating learning within the beginning high-school

chorus as follows:

“Although it is gratifying to expose students to the joy of music making, it can be difficult to

increase musical skills with novice high school students singing in choirs with highly diverse student

training. Thus, it is important for teachers to acquire a broad range of developmental techniques that

can be used to increase music skills in beginning high school singers - turning a novice group of

singers into a highly skilled ensemble” (p. 1).

Fonza’s research included observing and interviewing ten master choral directors in the US to

determine their preferred strategies for tone-building in their choirs. All choirs she studied were

either beginning-level choirs or multi-level but included novice singers. In this research, all ten

directors utilised analogy, metaphor and imagery as teaching strategies in their rehearsals. She also

found that many of the statements themselves were common amongst the directors even though

they lived in different states and did not report knowing each other. For example, four of the

directors used the idea of “spinning the sound” to achieve better resonance and placement of tone

(p. 153).

Similarly, in her research on the practices of successful choral directors in the United States,

Overturf (1985) concluded that “vocal imagery may be important in effecting a particular vocal

sound” (p. iv). She discussed resonance imagery and its role in the development of consistent

timbre and vowel colour. When working on vowel colour, the conductors in her study used

metaphors such as:

● Get more space in that one

● I want to hear more of an open sound

● Nice and round, resonant, yet well focused. (p. 71)

These types of statements, will no doubt, sound familiar to most choral directors. Achieving more

“space” in the vowel might include changing the placement of the jaw, lips, tongue etc. However, as

mentioned before, explaining the mechanics of this from a physiological standpoint may prove to be

time-consuming and confusing for novice singers, and therefore vocal imagery is used instead to

achieve the desired resonance.

As choral directors are aware, many of the metaphors and statements of imagery used in their

rehearsal are either created on the spot by the directors themselves or learned experientially (e.g.,
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from another director or a workshop).  As part of her study, Fonza (2014) asked choral directors

about where their teaching strategies for rehearsal were learned, and they reported learning the most

from observing other directors.  In order to gain a better understanding of the actual language being

used by directors, I compiled a list of the imagery and metaphor that have been mentioned in the

reviewed literature. Appendix A includes statements where only verbal statements of imagery and

metaphor are used. This list includes the following details for each statement or exercise:

● TITLE: A short and descriptive title for the exercise, making it easy to find and

reference.

● DESCRIPTION: A longer description of the exercise (e.g. what the director might

actually say or do).

● PURPOSE: The purpose of the exercise (e.g. to improve posture).

● TECHNIQUE: The technique or concept being addressed by the exercise.

○ Posture (e.g. body alignment, relaxation)

○ Breath/breathing (e.g. inhalation, breath support)

○ Phonation (e.g. onset)

○ Resonance (e.g. use of vocal resonators)

○ Articulation of Text (e.g. vowel shape and diction)

○ Musical Concept (e.g. musical articulations, dynamics).

This list includes a variety of examples of statements and exercises which could be used to explain

or clarify a particular technique or concept. Overall, it is clear that imagery and metaphor are

important teaching tools for choral directors. Still,  the use of this type of language has been

critiqued and is discussed in the next section.

2.4 Critique of the use of imagery and metaphor as teaching tools in the choral rehearsal.

Although, as we have seen, imagery and metaphor are commonly used as teaching tools in the

choral rehearsal, there are a number of critiques of their use. Many of these remind us of the

problems around interpretation when using metaphor to communicate in any field. Miller (1986)

suggests that common expressions such as “open the throat” or “sing on the breath” have the

“potential for inducing malfunction in singers because they are imprecise” (p. 58). He goes on to

argue that “at best, subjective expressions can be but vague indicators of specific concepts. Such

adages can mean many things to many persons. Vocal pedagogy could probably then take a major

step forward if these and other subjective terms were replaced with, or augmented by, more exact

language” (p. 58).
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Gonzo (1977) is also critical of the dependence on imagery and metaphorical language as a teaching

tool by directors, describing such language as “psychological devices.” He concludes that the use of

psychological devices “is perhaps the most elusive in terms of determining the exact effect the

mode has on the solution to the problem” (p. 9). He goes on to say that “it appeals to the psyche of

the singer and its use is supposed to have a psychological effect on the outcome of the expressive

performance of the music” (p. 9). However, he describes this mode of instruction as the “least

elegant” when trying to determine if the use of the language has actually been effective (p. 12).

Cornelius (1982) points out that the make-up of the choir will often determine the primary method

of communicating technique: “It is likely, for example, that the conductor of a professional choir

composed largely of professional musicians, will feel less need for verbal metaphorical utterances

than will the conductor of a choir with fewer or no professionally trained singers” (p. 13). Of

course, as we saw in Carter’s (1993) research, metaphor and imagery are still powerful tools for

professional singers and can be used in communicating expression and other interpretive ideas.

Wis (1999) argues that verbal metaphor has limitations and can lead to misunderstanding of the

intent of the statement. She gives the following example:

The director might ask singers to imagine a light weight hanging from their jaw to acquire a long ah

vowel. For the singer who already demonstrates the desired position, the verbal metaphor alone can

encourage over-extending the jaw and create tension, the opposite result from what was originally

intended (p. 25).

Similarly, Williams (2012) is critical of visualisations and metaphorical language in teaching

children how to sing. She argues that statements such as “singing with a yawning sensation to open

the throat” or “sing as if you have a hot potato on your tongue” are shortcuts which may have

unintentional, but negative impacts on the vocal technique (pp. 174-175).  These comments are

worth considering, but the risk of over-correction is not necessarily unique to imagery and

metaphor. I address this issue further in my discussion chapter.

Imagery and metaphor are widely used as teaching tools, but it is still important to consider these

critiques and question the effectiveness of this type of language. Because understanding of

metaphor and imagery is based in lived experience, there is no guarantee that the singers in the

choir will understand the purpose. In the next section, I examine how researchers have measured the

effectiveness of imagery and metaphor in the secondary-school choral rehearsal.
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2.5 Measuring the effectiveness of imagery and metaphorical language used in the choral

rehearsal

In this section, I report on how the effectiveness of imagery and metaphor in the choral rehearsal is

explored in the literature. When considering their use in teaching, little research has focused on the

experience of individual singers. In the literature that addresses use of metaphor and imagery in the

teaching of singing, only Carter (1993) carefully includes the perspective of the singers themselves.

In her research, she discussed understanding and interpretation of imagery used in rehearsal and

performance for professional soloists. However, because her research deals with professional solo

singers, their perspectives were more a measurement of effectiveness than understanding. Some

metaphors were more effective for some singers than others. Carter also observed the following

about the participants:

These singers have an intimate knowledge of the capability of their own bodies, and retain a mental

image of body fitness and proper functioning as a guide when singing. Above all, at this rehearsal

level of singing, each of the subjects shared the equal importance of intellectual and musical

elements and the necessity to trust body-knowing for judgement of good tone and ease of production

(p. 198).

Because of this, the singers in this study were better able to apply imagery and metaphor to their

practice, and to know if it had worked in the desired way. Therefore, while this research offers

valuable insight into the impact of imagery for professional soloists, it is not comparable to the

experience of singers in a choir or to secondary-school aged singers with a limited knowledge of

their bodies and voices.

The literature based in the secondary-school choral context primarily focuses on the techniques and

language used by experienced, successful directors in their rehearsals. Effectiveness and

understanding of teaching tools within those rehearsals are mostly measured through observations

by the researcher, interviews with the directors and assessments of the overall choral aesthetic.  This

approach makes sense, as directors often rely on the choral aesthetic when considering if a teaching

tool has been effective. They listen for tone quality, diction, vowel placement and other important

details and then apply teaching tools to adjust these as they see fit. To outline the way effectiveness

has been measured in the secondary-school context, I looked at three relevant research studies.

Fonza (2014) focussed her research on finding out the preferred strategies for tone-building for

beginning secondary-school choirs. All ten choirs in her study were either beginning-level choirs or

24



multi-level but including novice singers. She interviewed the directors about their strategies and

video-taped the rehearsals where these strategies were implemented, later organising the responses

into the areas she identified as having an impact on tone: breath, resonance, range extension,

phonation, and vowel development. All instances of imagery, metaphor and analogy were also

outlined in her findings. Fonza did not aim to find out which strategies were most effective; simply

which were preferred by the directors. However, she did comment on the effectiveness of the

strategies she observed, both through the directors’ comments as well as through her own

observations. For example, she observed one director tell his choir to “make everything taller…give

it some space” and commented that after applying that image “the sound was more present, less

muffled, and in tune” (p. 135).

Similarly, Babb (2010) examined which techniques were utilised to develop choral tone among four

expert university level choral conductors. I have included this research because, though it deals with

university level choir directors, one of the choirs included in the study was a high-level

secondary-school choir. This study outlined the time spent by each of the directors using four types

of teaching techniques: verbal techniques, non-verbal techniques, vocal modelling or other. She

created this outline through observation of rehearsal recordings, employing a variety of coding

techniques to answer her research questions. Through her research she found that “all four expert

conductors employ the use of figurative language/metaphor to elicit a desired quality of sound

relating to mood, tone colour, tonal weight or articulation” and that they “devote considerably more

time, some significantly so, when developing young/inexperienced singers” (p. 52).

Wis (1993) explored how physical metaphor (metaphor and visualisation combined with

movement) was used to facilitate learning and to enhance musical experience in the choral

rehearsal. She included detailed observations of physical metaphor being used in authentic,

secondary-school and university rehearsal scenarios as well as in-depth interviews with the

directors. This research included a focus on the response of the singers to these exercises, as

measured through rehearsal observations and discussions with directors. She points out that “the

directors are uniquely equipped to offer insight into the rationale behind the use of particular

movement activities and their effectiveness with the singers” (p. 187).

In all three of these examples, the authors studied the teaching tools that directors employ to build

quality tone in choirs with young, sometimes inexperienced singers. They all found that, among

others, imagery and metaphor were employed as teaching tools to explain vocal techniques and

musical concepts. Fonza (2014) added some comment on effectiveness, measured by her own

observations of the choral aesthetic, but none of the above research included scrutiny around the
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effectiveness of the teaching tools from the singers’ points of view. These studies focused on which

tools were used and how often, but the authors seemed to assume that because of the experience and

expertise of the directors involved, the strategies they employed would be effective.

This highlights the gap in the available research around use of imagery and metaphor in the

secondary-school choral rehearsal.  Directors respond in real time to what they see and hear in

rehearsal by using a variety of teaching tools. This is a common and effective rehearsal technique,

but there is rarely time within the flow of a rehearsal to involve the singers in how they are being

taught. The understanding and experience of the singers themselves is a key part of my case study,

and so it was important to consider areas where this understanding and experience is being

measured: in the classroom. My next section explores why student voice is such a crucial part of

teaching and learning both in the classroom and choral rehearsal.

2.6: Student voice in a secondary-school choral context

In general education, teachers assess student understanding constantly. Formative and summative

assessments, as well as individual check-ins with students are all common methods of determining

whether or not a student has grasped a concept. In recent years, student voice has become valued by

educators in evaluating and designing effective curriculum and teaching tools. Davidson, Sinnema,

Taylor and Mitchel (2016) tout the importance of incorporating student voice in the

secondary-school classroom, pointing out that “students’ position within the school community

means that they will know many things about teaching and learning that are not necessarily known

by adults” (p. 40).  In their study, they looked at how two teachers at a secondary-school in New

Zealand engaged students in the teaching and learning process. The teachers employed strategies

including exit passes, discussions, surveys and presentations in order to understand how their

students learn, and also how they experienced the teaching methods being used. They concluded

that “the process of inviting, and listening to, student voice led to teachers’ surprise, increased

curiosity, and noticeable shifts in their practice indicates the worthwhileness of the process”

(Davidson, Sinnema, Taylor and Mitchel, 2016, p. 45).

In Davidson, Sinnema, Taylor and Mitchel’s (2016) study, they assert that “engaging with student

voice provides students with a sense of agency and helps develop their learning

relationships with others” (p. 39). Although the classroom and rehearsal environments are quite

different, engaging with student voice in extracurricular activities is equally important and the sense

of agency mentioned here should be a crucial aspect of a choral rehearsal.
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Creating a safe environment in the choral rehearsal cannot be underestimated when considering

how best to communicate with the young people in the choir. In her study, Fonza (2014) found that

“many master teachers mentioned the need for building relationships and creating a positive

environment for students to safely make music” (p. 157). She found that “teachers believed they

should focus on individual student needs in the class and not just the creation of a fine choir” (p.

157). Similarly, Vat-Chromy (2010) found that feeling safe in the choral rehearsal and having an

identity within the choral rehearsal were the most important factors for young singers (p. 134).

When a young person feels safe and valued, not only would their experience be improved, but they

would be more likely to offer directors authentic and meaningful feedback on the pedagogical

strategies used in rehearsal. Directors must consider both their artistic and pedagogical goals, as

they are inextricably linked.

Through this investigation, it is clear that there is currently a lack of research on how young singers

themselves experience and understand the imagery and metaphorical language used in the choral

rehearsal. Opening a dialogue with young singers about how they experience and understand the

teaching tools we use in rehearsal, as teachers do in the classroom, can help to create an

environment where singers have more agency over their learning and development, and therefore

feel more valued in that rehearsal space. My case study is based on exploring singer understanding

in order to learn more about the impact of imagery and metaphor as teaching tools.

CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY
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In this chapter I lay out the methodology of my research. This research aimed to investigate how

secondary-school choral singers experience and understand metaphorical language and imagery

used in the choral rehearsal. Specifically this study sought to explore the following:

● What levels of understanding do singers experience when metaphor and imagery are used in

the choral rehearsal?

● How well can singers interpret the purpose of a particular image or metaphor when it is

used?

● Do singers experience a change in their own vocal technique when imagery and metaphor

are used?

3.1 Qualitative Case Study

For this research project, a qualitative methodology was deemed to be most appropriate. Creswell

(1998) defines qualitative research as “an inquiry process of understanding based on distinct

methodological traditions of inquiry that explore social or human problems.” This type of research

has proven relevant in the field of education, where often researchers study the effect of an action

on a group of people. Creswell goes on to add that “the researcher builds a complex, holistic

picture, analyzes words, reports detailed views of information, and conducts the study in a natural

setting.” This type of research lent itself well to studying young singers in an educational setting

because I was measuring understanding, an innately human problem, as well as building a holistic

picture of this understanding in the natural setting of the choral rehearsal.

Case studies, by definition, are bound by space and time.  In an instrumental case study, the focus is

on an issue which the case can be used to illustrate (Creswell, 1998 p. 62). This method seemed the

most effective choice in addressing my research questions.

The natural setting of my research was Macleans College, the secondary-school where I teach. This

setting allowed me to collect data which reflects a clear snapshot of a specific group of students at a

particular time. I acknowledge that the data from this research is limited by its boundaries, and this

should be considered by readers.

3.2 Contexts and Participants

The participants invited to take part in this study were all members of an auditioned choir which I

direct at Macleans College in Auckland, New Zealand. The choir is called “Macleans College

Chorale.” This group of participants was aged between 13 and 18 years old (in years 9 - 13 of high

school). Participants ranged in their level of vocal technique and experience, as well as in their
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understanding of the physiological aspects of singing. I was aware of this because of my existing

knowledge of and relationship with the singers involved as study participants. Many of the invited

participants have been part of the choir for two to four years, so they were likely to have more

pre-existing knowledge than a singer who had just joined the choir or for whom this was their first

choral experience.

Initially, the case study was meant to take place in August of 2020. However, due to the Level 3

lockdown from the 12th to the 30th of August, this was not possible. The final case study took place

between 22 March and 3 May 202. The focus group met on 12 May 2021.

3.3 Case Study Data Collection

In preparation for the case study, I collated metaphorical language and statements using imagery

that have been published in existing literature [Appendix A]. I chose the statements included in my

case study from this list. This list is based on the literature included in this research and is by no

means extensive. It is also worth reiterating that this list does not include statements which have

been learnt through experience alone.

The data was collected through four separate rehearsal sessions and one focus group discussion.

The rehearsal sessions took place separately from the choir’s regularly scheduled rehearsal and

existed specifically for this case study. Each session was designed and run by the researcher. These

sessions included two different means of data collection: the questionnaire and video footage. The

focus group discussion was audio recorded and transcribed and can be found in Appendix C.

3.3a Rehearsal Sessions

The aim of the rehearsal sessions was to measure the level of understanding of participants to

different statements of metaphor or imagery. There were four short rehearsal sessions (between 10 -

15 minutes each), which took place on 22 March, 29 March, 12 April and 3 May 2021. These

sessions were scheduled before the normally scheduled Macleans College Chorale rehearsal, which

begins at 4:30pm every Monday. During each rehearsal session, a short vocalise or known folk song

was taught, and then two separate metaphorical/imagery statements were applied to the exercise or

song. The singers were given two opportunities to interpret and apply each statement and were then

asked to fill out a questionnaire. An example of the questionnaire can be found in Appendix B.
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It is important to note that the participants for the four rehearsal sessions did not include the same

singers, nor the same number of singers. This was due to availability, including attendance at

school. However, it is unlikely that this variation has had any significant impact on the data. For

each rehearsal session, the number of participants were as follows:

● Rehearsal Session 1: 19 singers (these singers responded to statements 1 and 2)

● Rehearsal Session 2: 25 singers (these singers responded to statements 3 and 4)

● Rehearsal Session 3: 18 singers (these singers responded to statements 5 and 6)

● Rehearsal Session 4:  17 singers (these singers responded to statements 7 and 8)

In total, there were eight different statements of metaphor or imagery used throughout the rehearsal

sessions. The statements used are listed as follows:

● Statement 1: “Imagine you are ten feet tall”

This statement comes from Skoog (2004) and is meant to improve posture, ensuring that the

chest, not the shoulders, are elevated slightly and the back of head is elevated a little (p. 44).

● Statement 2: “Imagine several noses around your waist and inhale through the imaginary

noses (while actually breathing deeply through the nose)”

This statement also comes from Skoog (2004), but is focused on breathing technique,

aiming to “encourage an open, relaxed throat” (p. 45).

● Statement 3: “Imagine placing an intact, raw egg in your mouth; close the mouth around it

and sing with that space “Don’t break the egg”

This statement also comes from Skoog (2004), and is intended to promote an open, relaxed

throat (p. 46).

● Statement 4: “Imagine a mouth on the larynx”

This statement comes from Smith (2007). This visualisation is meant “to help isolate the

activity of the intrinsic muscles of the voice.” He goes on to elaborate: “with the image of

the mouth on the larynx, the energy seems to start in the voice and emanate outward, with

minimal entanglement from below or above” (p. 52). I chose this particular image because it

is one I have never come across in my own experience, and I was curious as to how the

singers would interpret this.

● Statement 5: “Just like a professional ice skater is in constant motion, singing must be

constantly moving and changing. Skaters don’t gain stability by standing still - they

constantly flow and move around the ice. They move through time. They draw balance and
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strength from constant forward motion”

This statement also comes from Smith (2007). He explains that it’s intention is to [help]

singers to picture the forward motion [of a vocal line]. He points out that “great singing is

not staid or stiff” (p. 23).

● Statement 6: “Caress that phrase”

This statement comes from Cornelius (1982). He uses this statement as an example of

communicating “the concept of love (e.g. the physical expression of caring)” (p. 13 - 14).

This falls under the category of using imagery or metaphor to communicate a type of

musical expression to singers.

● Statement 7: “Inject the notes with champagne fizz, not lead weights."

This statement is from Gonzo (1977). He suggests that this statement might be used when

“rather than a ponderous vocal sound, the conductor wants the singer to sing the line with a

light, buoyant, dance-like feeling” (p. 10). He also suggests two other statements as a means

to the same end: the first instruct the singers to “make each note dance in their mouths "like

a droplet of water on a hot griddle" and the second to make "the notes are as fragile and as

light as crepe suzettes,” I chose this statement  because I believed this would be more clear

to my singers, some of whom may not know the qualities of a crepe suzette, or who may

find the imagery of a hot griddle to cause some innate tension.

● Statement 8: “As you sing the phrase, imagine that you are opening a pair of French doors

slowly. Imagine how the dynamics would change for a person on the other side of the doors

as they open. Apply that to your singing.”

This statement is the only one I have included of which I do not know the origin. I often use

this statement to give singers an image when applying a crescendo to a line of music.

Though this is a commonly used image in my teaching, I had not yet used it with the choir

in 2021. However, some returning members may have a memory of this statement being

applied in the past.

Each rehearsal session was then carried out as follows, confirmed through observation of the video

footage:

● Rehearsal Session 1 (Statements 1 and 2):

In the first rehearsal session, which included statements 1 and 2, I began by briefly

explaining the case study to the participants. The message to the singers was that these

rehearsal sessions should be treated as informal, like any regular rehearsal, and that they
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should be completely honest on the questionnaires, reminding them to keep them

anonymous (no name), which they did.

I started with some stretching exercises. The purpose of this was to put them at ease and

begin as we would any normal rehearsal so that the results would be as authentic as possible

(instead of jumping straight into the exercises). Singers were told that they were going to do

some work with posture, and then asked to “slump into their worst posture” followed by an

instruction to come into their choral posture. This series was repeated, to bring their

attention to their posture as well as possible. There was some fidgeting among 3 - 4 singers

while in the choral posture. Then I gave the instruction - “Now, while you’re in this posture

I want you to imagine you are ten feet tall.”

I then instructed the singers to move into breathing exercises, again as we normally would in

rehearsal. We began with an exercise I use in many rehearsals, asking singers to inhale over

4 counts and exhale on a “shh” sound over 4 counts. This was then repeated, with the exhale

increasing to 8 counts. The purpose of this was to bring their attention to their breath before

using statement 2. I explained that they should inhale through their actual nose, but imagine

the many little noses around their abdomen. I moved my own hands around my lower

abdomen to model where they should be placing the visualisation.

● Rehearsal Session 2 (Statements 3 and 4):

In rehearsal session 2, I began by asking them to find their choral posture and move their

shoulders, again moving into our regular stretches in order to put them at ease (new singers

present) and prepare them for singing. Then I asked them to do a warm-up exercise, starting

with a 123454321 on an “oo” vowel, and then we applied the statement. I reminded them

throughout the exercise to think about it. Then I asked them to take a moment to consider

what that meant and how it felt. We then moved on to another exercise, 54321 on “ah”

vowel, during which I reminded them to sing normally.

● Rehearsal Session 3 (Statements 5 and 6):

In the third rehearsal session, we began with lip trills for a short warm-up. We then sang

through a short piece titled “Sing Alleluia” which all singers know (see appendix). We sang

it in two different keys, as the first one chosen was too low.  Then I prepared them for the

statement by pointing out that the piece has three phrases, and for each phrase they should

imagine the following (followed by statement 5). I asked them to apply the constant motion

to each phrase.  I mentioned that I wouldn’t conduct. When the statement was applied, more
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connection and legato could be heard. Then I asked them to apply statement 6 to the same

song.

● Rehearsal Session 4: (Statements 7 and 8):

In rehearsal session 4, I did not use a warm-up this time, but instructed them to sing through

the song “Sing Alleluia”. I asked them to use their best “singlish” to remind them of the

English pronunciation (in this case, “singlish” refers to using English pronunciation with

optimal vowels for singing resonance). Then I asked them to apply statement 7. Imagine the

difference between champagne (or sparkling water) fizz and lead weights.  For statement 8, I

suggested they focus on the first phrase of the song, imagining what would happen in terms

of dynamics for a person standing on the other side of French doors. Then we completed the

exercise twice.

3.3b The questionnaire

Using the questionnaire, students responded to three questions for each statement. I have titled these

three questions as follows:

● Question 1: LIKERT SCALE: this Likert Scale question asked students to rate their level of

understanding of each statement, where 1 was “I did not understand” and 5 was “I

understood completely.”

● Question 2: INTENT QUESTION: this was an open-ended question which read “What do

you think Mrs McNabb was trying to help you accomplish by using that statement?”

● Question 3: CHANGE QUESTION: this was an open-ended question which read “Did that

statement change the way your [posture/breathing/singing/humming] felt? If yes, how?”

Each metaphor or visualisation was restated in the questionnaire. This was to provide clarity to the

participants, especially since more than one statement was used in each rehearsal session.

In collecting participant feedback, it was important to give each participant an opportunity to feed

back clearly on their real-time experience with the statement(s) being used in each rehearsal

session. To do this in a timely manner, a questionnaire proved to be the most effective choice.

I also had to consider the type of questions to include in the questionnaire: open-ended, closed

ended or a combination. Covell et al (2011) point out that it has been argued that using both types of

questions may skew the results of either the open or close-ended question. However, in response to

this argument, they also observe that “no empirical evidence could be found from investigations
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that supports or refutes the influence of the sequence of data collection in concurrent mixed

methods designs on the participants’ responses to closed ended questions (e.g. items on surveys) or

open-ended questions (e.g. interview questions) when data are collected at the same phase of a

study” (p. 665).

On balance, a mixed-methods approach seemed most effective for this case study. The questionnaire

design included three questions for each of the eight statements used: first a Likert scale followed

by two open-ended questions. The open-ended questions aimed to unpack the level of

understanding indicated in the Likert scale response. I will discuss the rationale behind this

three-question design below.

When looking at the effectiveness of multiple choice vs. a Likert scale, it was determined that the

Likert scale would allow for participants to include a more nuanced answer, instead of being forced

to choose one from a list. Rattray and Jones (2007) point out that “a Likert-type scale assumes that

the strength/intensity of experience is linear, i.e. on a continuum from strongly agree to strongly

disagree, and makes the assumption that attitudes can be measured” (p. 236). They go on to state

that ”Some controversy exists as to whether a neutral point should be offered. If this option is

removed, this forces the respondent to choose a response, which may lead to respondent irritation

and increase non-response bias” (p. 236).

In the questionnaire, I chose to include only two descriptive signposts on a scale of 1 to 5, where 1

is “I did not understand” and 5 is “I completely understand.” Given this type of scale, a participant

who feels that they were directly between the two statements of understanding may choose to circle

the number 3. Including only 4 numbers would have created a scale where participants would feel

that 1 and 2 rested on the continuum of not understanding, whereas 3 and 4 assumed understanding.

I believe that the choice to include this neutral point in the scale would allow respondents to be

totally honest in their assessment of their understanding.

Robb and Shellenbarger (2014) suggest that consistency is important when using a Likert scale,

keeping the number of and label for the responses the same. Because there was no need to adjust the

labels, every statement and questionnaire used in this case study maintained the same labels

described above. Rattray and Jones (2007) also assert that “closed questions which are commonly

used may restrict the depth of participant response and thus the quality of data collected may be

diminished or incomplete” (p. 235).
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In their study on children’s perception of open and closed questions, Brubacher et al (2019) found

that children who were asked open ended questions in an interview felt that the interviewer was

listening to and showed an interest in their answer, more so than in an interview with closed

questions. This finding encouraged me to include open-ended questions in the questionnaire,

encouraging participants to give authentic responses.

In order to allow each participant to elaborate on their answers, the second open-ended question was

also included. This question’s aim was to allow the participant to explain their answer on the Likert

scale and is referred to in my data as the intent question. This question reads as follows: “what do

you think Mrs McNabb was trying to help you accomplish by using that statement?” This question

helped to determine whether the student truly understood the intent of the statement (as might be

indicated on the Likert scale), or if there was any level of misunderstanding between the actual

intention of the statement and the comprehension of the participant.

The third question (also open-ended) is referred to in my data as the change question. This question

asked the student to explain what happens in their physiological response to the language. The

answer to this question was key to understanding each singer’s own perception of their vocal

instrument. It was expected that their answer would be influenced heavily by their past experience

with language.  Though they require more time and thought processing from the participants, the

open-ended questions are important because they allow me to ascertain the participant’s ability to

verbalise/explain how they interpreted the statement. This is key to gaining insight into the true

level of understanding of each participant, and if the statement has had the intended impact.

3.3c The video footage

Each rehearsal session was filmed. The purpose of collecting video footage was twofold: first, to

ensure the validity of the data collected through the questionnaire; second, to gather evidence of the

choral aesthetic, which will be assessed alongside the level of understanding shown by participants.

For example, when participants reported a high level of understanding, did the choral aesthetic also

improve?

Video footage was also used to ensure that modelling was not acting as a catalyst for aesthetic

change. Directors are well aware of the power of vocal modelling on the aesthetic sound of a choir.

Vocal modelling refers to the director audibly modelling the sound they want, or don’t want, by

singing it themselves to the choir.  As discussed in my literature review, Fonza (2014) finds that

vocal modelling and metaphorical language are inextricably linked for most directors (teachers), as

shown in the table below.

35



The letters represent the ten choir directors (teachers) who took part in the research. The blue bar

represents occurrences of imagery and metaphor in their rehearsal, whereas the red represents vocal

modelling. We can see from this table that the use of modelling is more prevalent among directors

than the use of language. However, she also points out that one of the teachers who participated in

her research was unable to model due to health circumstances.

Taking into account that my use of metaphorical language and imagery may subconsciously include

natural body language, I was careful to minimise that body language during the rehearsal sessions,

so as not to model the result I was after from the participants. Utilising the video footage, I was able

to analyse my own body and voice during the rehearsal sessions, further mitigating the risk that I

was getting a particular result based on my own body language rather than simply the metaphor or

imagery. In other words, it was clearer if I had given them a physical cue, and this was taken into

account in the analysis of the data.

As discussed in my literature review, movement is also a significant teaching tool used in many

choral rehearsals. Ramona Wis uses the term “physical metaphor” to describe the exercises in her

study, arguing that movement and metaphor are more effective when used together, rather than

language in isolation.

Removing modelling and movement as much as possible from my own case study was an attempt

on my part to isolate the use of metaphorical language and imagery and ensure, as best as possible,

that there was clarity in the results when looking at understanding of the language alone. Including

video footage was one way of ensuring that there were few, if any, other teaching tools influencing

the understanding of each singer.

3.3 d The focus group
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The goal of the focus group overall is to facilitate a truthful and comfortable conversation among

focus group participants (Kitzinger, 1995). All of the participants from the rehearsal sessions were

invited to participate in a focus group. This focus group met once, after all four rehearsal sessions

were concluded. In the end, five singers participated in the focus group. The aim of the focus group

was to provide a deeper understanding of the answers gathered in the questionnaires, and an

opportunity for participants to give more detail about their experience in the rehearsal sessions. The

conversation was audio-recorded. Prompts and exact statements made by participants can be found

in Appendix C.

Morgan and Spanish point out that “like participant observation, [focus groups] allow access to a

process that qualitative researchers are often centrally interested in: interaction. Like in-depth

interviewing, they allow access to the content that we are often interested in: the attitudes and

experiences of our informants” (p. 260). The goal with this type of free and less structured

interaction was to encourage participants to speak openly about their experience with metaphor and

imagery from the rehearsal sessions, and in general. These interactions would hopefully drive an

authentic conversation with depth.

The moderation of the focus group was a key factor in my planning. Merton and Kendall (1946)

advocate for spontaneous conversation over a more meeting-like setting, and I took this into

consideration when planning my moderation for the focus group. I aimed to strike a balance where

participants were given space to discuss and offer insights which are not directly related to a

guiding question.

Merton and Kendall (1946) go on to point out that the data collected from a focus group setting is

limited due to the fact that it is not a natural setting for the group. I considered that my presence in

the focus group setting would likely impact the type of feedback given or thoughts shared by the

participants. For example, participants may have felt the need to feign understanding due to their

relationship with me or how they wished to appear to the other participants in the group. Because of

this, I reinforced the importance of honesty and welcomed their ability to admit a lack of

understanding. In a study of the importance of interaction between focus group members, Kitzinger

pointed out the following:

Group work ensures that priority is given to the respondents' hierarchy of importance', their language

and concepts, their frameworks for understanding the world. In fact, listening to discussions between

participants gives the researcher time to acclimatise to, for example, their preferred words for

speaking about [a topic] and prevents the researcher from prematurely closing off the generation of

meaning in her own search for clarification (p. 108).
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Taking all of this into account led to the following focus group design, which was created in

anticipation of up to 30 participants:

● Step 1 - Creation of a poster which clearly lists the statements used during the rehearsal

sessions.

Purpose: to remind participants of the statements they responded to and for them to refer to

clearly throughout the session.

● Step 2 - Beginning the session with a brief introduction activity to allow the participants to

get to know each other.

Purpose: to create an environment where they feel more comfortable in the discussion.

Owing to the fact that the case study is being held so early in the school year, some

participants did not know each other very well.

● Step 3 - Hand out cards to each participant which mirror the responses on the Likert scale

from the questionnaire.

Purpose: to allow participants to have another means of response other than verbal, and to

encourage full participation from all members.

● Step 4 - Prompt a simultaneous response, using the cards, to one of the statements on the

poster. As students hold up their numbers, facilitate a discussion where they can discuss and

explain their answer.

Purpose: to facilitate discussion of the answers.

● Step 5 - Repeat steps 3 - 4 as necessary, but allow for more organic/natural discussion to

take place.

The final focus group included only 5 singers. The above design was based on a larger focus group

cohort, and therefore the focus group design needed to pivot to something more appropriate for

small groups.

With such a small number of participants, a less formal and more conversational style was

appropriate. Kitzinger observed that groups which were comfortable with one another were also

comfortable disagreeing (p. 113). This type of interaction could improve understanding of how

participants interpreted the statements. Therefore, in my conversation prompts, I encouraged

participants to share contrasting views. The focus group session was audio recorded in order to

allow me to revisit the discussion in the session for data analysis, and utilise direct participant

quotes where necessary [see Appendix C].
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Paired with the questionnaire, this collection of data aimed to give participants ample opportunity to

dig deeply into their level of understanding of these statements. The analysis of this understanding

was designed to give directors insight into how singers might interpret metaphorical language in a

choral rehearsal, and how this relates to teaching vocal techniques in the choral rehearsal.

3.4 Analysis and Presentation of Data

From the three methods of data collection (the questionnaire, the video footage and the focus group

discussion), six layers of analysis were carried out. The aim in the analysis of this data is to

understand better the depth of student understanding for each of the eight statements used in the

rehearsal sessions. The six layers of analysis are as follows:

1. Measuring the overall level of student understanding for each statement, based on the Likert

Scale responses. For each statement, the student responses to the Likert Scale was

categorised into the range given (1 = I did not understand; 5 = I understood completely).

This helped to paint a picture of how well the participants understood each statement as a

cohort.

2. Outlining singers’ Likert Scale responses alongside their answers to both open ended

questions.

For each statement, the student response to Question 2 (the ‘intent’ question) was compared

with their Likert Scale response, determining whether there was a correlation between the

Likert Scale response and a student’s ability to verbalise the intention of the statement. For

example, if a student answered ‘5’ on the Likert Scale, the assumption was that they could

clearly explain the intent of the statement used. However, the singer’s answer to the

open-ended question would determine if they could actually do this.

3. Commenting on the choral aesthetic, as a result of each statement being applied, as

observed in the video recording of the rehearsal sessions.

4. Key themes from the focus group discussion. This includes summarising the focus group

discussion, including relevant quotations.

5. Singer understanding and statement intent

6. Change in technique and statement intent

3.5 Validity of Data

All exercises for the case study research sessions were chosen from those written in existing

literature, aside from one statement which I had previously used, with no knowledge of its origin.

As mentioned before, much of the language we use in rehearsal is learnt experientially, through a

sort of oral tradition that exists among directors and singers. I wanted to be sure that most of the

language I chose was not my own, or learnt through my experience, but was language that exists in
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official literature. The inclusion of a statement I often use in rehearsal offered a sort of “control”

and an opportunity to compare statements which may be mostly new to the participants with one

that is known to some.

In his article titled “The Use of Metaphor In The Choral Rehearsal” (1982), Jeffery Cornelius points

out that “in addition to verbal utterances, I have suggested that there are also gestural utterances. By

using gestures, conductors communicate through the language of the body with special emphasis on

the communicative and expressive properties of the arms, hands and face. I am suggesting that such

communication may also employ a metaphorical aspect.”

3.6 Reliability of Data

As discussed in ethical considerations, I identified that there may be a desire on the part of the

participant to please by appearing to understand a concept when they do not. The following steps

were taken to mitigate the risk that their answers would not be valid, thereby impacting the

reliability of the data:

● Anonymity in the questionnaire itself

● Including open-ended questions which required participants to describe the impact of the

language as compared to the Likert scale. These questions allowed me to confirm that the

student does, in fact, understand the purpose of the imagery being used at the level indicated

on the Likert scale.

● Inclusion of a focus group allowed a space where participants could compare their

interpretation of each statement. This discussion allowed them to find a common ground (or

not) with others in the focus group, perhaps shining more light on areas where there was

disagreement on the meaning of a statement, or the level of understanding.

3.7 Ethical considerations

This case study was approved by the University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee

on 23 October, 2020 with amendments being approved 22 February, 2021. The case study was

conducted between 15 March and 12 April 2021.

3.7a Consideration of conflict of interest

Because the participants being recruited have an existing relationship with the researcher

(participants are students who sing in the choir that the researcher directs), there was a clear power

relationship which created a conflict of interest that needed to be mitigated. In the Participant

Information Sheet, the participants received assurance that their decision to participate in the

40



research and any answers they give should they choose to participate would be anonymous within

the context of the group and would not have any impact on their place in the choir or their

relationship with the researcher/director.

3.7b Consideration of harm to participants

This research posed almost no risk to the participants either physically or psychologically.

Non-participants may have perceived a negative impact on themselves, due to the power

relationship discussed above, but this was unlikely due to the assurances given in the PIS.

3.7c Consideration of social and cultural aspects

Because the research is dealing primarily with metaphorical language and visualisations, the

cultural background of the participant could impact their interpretation of this language without the

researcher or participant realising until analysing the findings.

3.8 Informed consent

The potential participants were recruited exclusively from students who sing as part of the Macleans

College Chorale at Macleans College. Students in this choir range in age from 13 to 18, so informed

consent was sought from both students and parents. In order to be thorough and provide absolute

transparency, parental consent was sought from all members of the choir, even those who are 16 and

up despite there being no requirement to do so. To ensure that all parties understand the intention

and details of the research clearly, three versions of the PIS and letter were written: one for students

13 – 15, one for students 16 – 18 and one for the parents and legal guardians.

3.9 Confidentiality and Participants’ Rights

As stated above when discussing anonymity and confidentiality, no identifying information about

the participants was included in the analysis or presentation of this research. Participant consent

forms (and accompanying parental consent forms) were stored securely but will not be linked to any

of the data gathered from questionnaires or focus group interviews/discussions. Any video data

gathered in rehearsal was used for analysis only and viewed only by the researcher. Video footage

was stored securely in a separate location to the consent forms. All data and documentation will be

stored for a minimum of six years.

Because of the existing power relationship between the researcher and the potential participants, the

statement from the Head of Faculty Performing Arts will ensure that students were able to withdraw

their participation without explanation and they did not experience any negative consequences as a
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result of this. Data collected from students up to that point was not able to be withdrawn because

there was no identifying information connected to the data.

This case study was designed to collect data from individual singers on their understanding of

imagery and metaphor in the choral rehearsal. In my findings chapter, I have laid out the results

from this research in a variety of ways in order to give the reader a comprehensive view of how

young singers experienced and understood this language.

CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS

In this chapter, the findings of my case study are outlined. In sections 4.1 - 4.4, I have presented the

data collected from the questionnaire, the video footage and the focus group as follows. In sections

4.5 and 4.6, as outlined in my methodology section, I have triangulated this data to look at

important connections.

● 4.1: Measuring the overall level of student understanding for each statement, based on the

Likert Scale responses

● 4.2: Outlining singers’ (Ss) Likert Scale responses (LSR) alongside their answers to both

open ended questions

● 4.3: Commenting on the choral aesthetic, as a result of each statement being applied, as

observed in the video recording of the rehearsal sessions

● 4.4: Key themes from the focus group discussion.
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● 4.5: Singer understanding and statement intent

● 4.6: Change in technique and statement intent

4.1: Measuring the overall level of student understanding for each statement

The Likert Responses for each statement are summarised in Table 4.1.1 below. This question was

based on a scale of 1 to 5, where 1 was “I do not understand” and 5 was “I completely understand.”

Table 4.1.1:

Blue = 1

Red = 2

Yellow = 3

Green = 4

Orange = 5

This table clearly represents the variety of responses on the Likert Scale for each statement, as well

as comparatively among statements. These responses indicate how effective each statement was in

achieving its goal, which I explore further in the discussion section.

4.2: Outlining singers’ (Ss) Likert Scale responses (LSR) alongside their answers to both open

ended questions.

In this section, the responses to the open-ended questions are organised by Likert Scale response,

and then exact responses are reported in tabular form. As discussed in Chapter 3, the questions have

been termed the “intent” question and the “change” question:

● Intent Question:

What do you think Mrs McNabb was trying to help you accomplish by using that statement?

● Change Question:

Did that statement change the way your [insert technique] felt? If yes, how?

(Note: technique terms include breathing, posture, humming and singing)
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These data were collected from the questionnaires given to singers at the end of each rehearsal

session. The responses from the questionnaires for each statement have been summarised in tables

2.A through to 9.B . The Likert Scale responses are colour coded as in Section 4.1: blue = 1, red =

2, yellow = 3, green = 4, and orange = 5. Singers are numbered at random according to the number

of responses to each questionnaire. Owing to the anonymity of the participants, the number given to

a singer in one table does not correlate to any other table (e.g. singer 1 in Table 4.2.1a may not be

the same participant as singer 1 in Table 4.2.3a).

These findings are derived from an analysis of the answers to both the intent question and change

question. First, on the intent question, I looked at whether the singers were able to articulate the

intended purpose of each statement. I aimed to determine this by comparing the purpose defined by

the author/source of the statement with each singer’s answer to the “intent question.” Where a

singer had misinterpreted the author’s intended purpose, this is highlighted in grey. It should be

noted that even when a singer has misunderstood the purpose of the statement, that does not mean it

was not effective as a teaching tool. This is explored further in the discussion section.

I also analysed responses to the change question, tracking whether the singer felt a change in their

own technique or not. Where a singer answered with “no” or “I don’t know,” this is also highlighted

in grey. This helped track the instances where the statement was ineffective in shifting technique.

However, where singers answered “yes” to this question, the change they described did not always

match the purpose of the statement. At times, also, their answer did not match their own

interpretation of the statement’s intent. It should be noted that the answers in the table were kept as

written by students. Where there were words that were difficult to read due to handwriting, used

brackets with the most likely intended word.
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Statement 1: “imagine you are ten feet tall”

● Intent: improve posture, ensuring that the chest, not shoulders, are elevated slightly and the

back of head is elevated a little

● Participants: 19

Table 4.2.1: answers to the open-ended questions for statement 1

LSR Ss
Intent Question:

What do you think Mrs McNabb was trying to help
you accomplish by using that statement?

Change Question:
Did that statement change the way your posture felt?

If yes, how?

5

1 Breathing from the stomach without raising the chest. Yes, pretending to be taller allowed more breath to go
to the stomach

2 Focus on standing straight and solid Yes, felt like body was more straight

3 Focusing or breathing and posture by standing in a
good position Yes. I felt like I stood more straight and taller

4 Correct posture and stature Yes, more aware of body and posture

5 Focus and relax Yes, more straight and relax

6 To fully draw my posture in an upwards motion -
elongating the neck

I felt a sort of vertigo, which somehow made me
think of breathing more.

7 Helping to stand with better posture, with our head
held high

The first time it did, as I wasn't drawn up to my full
height. The second time, I already stood with proper
posture.
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8 Better choir posture. More effective breaths Yes, I felt more composed

9 Good posture Yes, helped me understand

10 Stand taller Yes, raised chin slightly, felt more vertical space

4

11 Stand taller Yes, I felt lifted

12 Stand straighter Yes, I feel taller

13 Correct posture. Yes, I felt like the back on my neck straightened

14 To help us feel confident and get us into the right
posture

Yes because it made me feel like I knew what I was
doing and that I was ready to perform and sing

15 Get us to stand up straighter - better posture Yes - I felt myself stand a little taller

16 A more relaxed, neutral position where I remain tall,
allowing my body to be aligned No

17 To stand up tall and straighten posture Yes - it made me feel more lifted and extend my back,
also bringing my shoulders back

18 Fix posture Yes, I raised my chest

3 19 I don't know I was putting my chest up

Statement 2: “imagine several noses around your waist and inhale through the imaginary noses

(while actually breathing deeply through the nose)”

● Intent: encourage an open, relaxed throat

● Participants: 19

Table 4.2.2: answers to the open-ended questions for statement 2

LSR Ss
Intent Question:

What do you think Mrs McNabb was trying to help
you accomplish by using that statement?

Change Question:
Did that statement change the way your posture felt?

If yes, how?

5

1 Breathing while involving the core muscles located
around the waist Yes, felt more full and grounded.

2 To breathe air into the stomach (not into chest) Yes - it created an image that helped me to 'directly'
lead air into my stomach

3 Breath through abdomen Yes, I breathed through to stomach

4 Abdominal breathing Yes. More breaths.

5 Breathing through the stomach/diaphragm Slightly - I've gotten used to breathing like that
usually now :)

6 Breathing with air filling the abdomen rather than
the chest. No, I already breathe that way.

7 Larger volume of breath Yes, breath deeper

8 Engaging abdominal muscles Yes, I felt the breathing more from stomach

9 Low breathing Yes, breath low and engages the abdomen
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4

10 Deeper breathe Yes, deeper breathe

11 Breathe deeply Yes, it felt like there was more space to breathe into

12 Practice breathing using our whole body and lungs Yes it made me feel in control of my breath

13 Breathe into our stomachs instead of our chest Yes, breath was somewhat lower than usual

14 Fill more air in the stomach and 'sniff' more air in
the stomach

It felt similar to the first exercise [statement 1]. Also,
since I've been in choir for so long, breathing from
my diaphragm without raising the chest is muscle
memory.

15 Breathing using abdomen Yes, felt it was coming more from the lower half of
the body

16 Breathing deeply into the abdomen, waist Yes. It felt lower and more breath when exhaling

17 Feel effect of inhalation on diaphragm Yes, more aware of lower body

2
18 Not sure Not really

19 Let air go through your whole body No

Statement 3: “Imagine placing an intact, raw egg in your mouth; close the mouth around it and sing

with that space. Don’t break the egg”

● Purpose: promote an open, relaxed throat

● Participants: 25

Table 4.2.3: answers to the open-ended questions for statement 3

LSR Ss
Intent Question:

What do you think Mrs McNabb was trying to help
you accomplish by using that statement?

Change Question:
Did that statement change the way your posture felt?

If yes, how?

5

1 To open the back of my mouth more to make the
sound of my voice more clear.

Yes, my voice was more smooth and the sound was
more 'smooth'

2 Create a resonant and open cavity Yes, more aware of the space

3 Have the space in the throat projecting a richer sound No because I already knew

4 To make more space in our mouths Yes, the sound became more clear/sharp

5 I think she was trying to get us to open up our sound,
like space Yes, the 'o' sounded much better

6 Creating more space for the sound to [resonate] The sound felt fuller

7 To get us to lift our soft [palate] Not really

8 Make sound thicker, more full Yes, at first the sound has [full] then became thicker

9 More space for the vowel, more open, correct shape Yes, it felt more open and freer

10 To create an open freeing in our mouths in order to
create a richer sound Yes, my mouth felt larger the sound felt richer

11 Making more room for the soft [palate] Yes, felt louder and projected more

12 Open up more space Yes, the vowels I made are rounder
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13 More space Yes, more open vowel

14 Not sure Yes, felt more full and opera like

4

15 To create echo I don't know

16 Create more space to make a more "open" sound.
More like an opera singer. Yes I created more space to make a better sound

17 Open more my throat When I humming, I can't feel my throat

18 Higher vowel shape Yes, brighter sound

19 To sing with more space rather than closing sound
off Yes, made sound more clear

20 Creating space to achieve a rounder sound Created a darker and rounder sound

21 Rounder sound Yes more space in my mouth, voice

22 Round our mouth Yes, more comfortable

3
23 Create a special effect that makes the vocal sound

more 'round' The statement kinda change the way I hum

24 Creating a fuller sound in our "ooh" Yes, slightly. I opened up and used more air.

2 25 To open up the space inside my mouth Not really as I found it difficult to do and understand
exactly how to do that.

Statement 4: “imagine a mouth on the larynx”

● Purpose: help singers isolate the activity of the intrinsic muscles of the voice

● Participants: 25

Table 4.2.4: answers to open-ended questions for statement 4

LSR Ss
Intent Question:

What do you think Mrs McNabb was trying to help
you accomplish by using that statement?

Change Question:
Did that statement change the way your posture felt?

If yes, how?

5

1 To 'open' my throat more to make my voice more
clearer My voice was more 'brighter' and did not sound flat

2 Create better [vowel] space I don't think so

3 Also make larynx relax and sing Yes, singing became easier

4

4 To let me understand the importance of vibration in
my larynx when I sing

I start to emphasize the vibration as I notice the
change

5 Different way of  [pronunciation] I don't know

6 Open my throat No

7 (no answer) Not really

8 Sing lower instead of in the chest and throat No

9 Different sound. Sorry Yes, unsure how

10 Relax vocal chords The sound felt brighter

11 Engage abdominal muscles Felt more tighten in abdominals

3

12 Open up more when we create our sound Yes there was a bit more space

13 Open vocal folds Yes but not sure how
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14 Release sound early? Yes, sound quality was different

15 Open up my mouth Not really

2

16 Not sure Yes - it made me use my breath more

17 IDK Yes, it felt weird

18 Not too sure Not too sure

19 Not sure Not really

20 Sing clearer? A little bit louder, but it was difficult to imagine

21 I don't really know Oddly there was a slight change, my sound was
richer but I did not know why

22 I don't know Not really because I didn't understand

1

23 Make a deeper sound? No

24 I don't know It felt less strained, more free

25 Not sure Not really

Statement 5: “just like a professional ice skater is in constant motion, singing must be constantly

moving and changing. Skaters don’t gain stability by standing still - they constantly flow and move

around the ice. They move through time. They draw balance and strength from constant forward

motion”

● Purpose: help the singers to picture the forward motion of a vocal line

● Participants: 18

Table 4.3.5: answers to open-ended questions for statement 5

LSR Ss
Intent Question:

What do you think Mrs McNabb was trying to help
you accomplish by using that statement?

Change Question:
Did that statement change the way your posture felt?

If yes, how?

5

1 To make us sing without any necessary breaks No

2 Make the sound flow more and not stop at certain
parts Yes, used more space to get more air

4

3 To sing more fluently and adjust the body to specific
parts of the song Yes. I feel like I'm more fluent in singing.

4 Create a gliding motion with our voices - legato Not that much; trying to tended to distort my singing
style

5 Create flow and consistency within and between
phrases Not really

6 Constant flowing of sound Seemed more legato

7 Constant flow of air, sustaining notes No, because I try to do that all the time

8 To make voice flow Not sure

9 Sustaining your voice and breath support Yes, more engagement of abdominals
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3

10 Get us to constantly change note Not really

11 I'm not sure, I'm sorry/maybe a flowing tone Not that I heard

12 Give the singing more changes, making it more
lively with character Engaged more diaphragm movement

13 Sing smoothly - more legato A little bit - sound flowed a little better

14 A focused sound with control and technique
Yes, I [imagined] that every time a new phrase came
up, the skate would do a jump or [kick] helping me
with focus

15 Continuous breathe Not really

16 The constant flow of singing IDK

2

17 Making the sound constant by moving our bodies No

18 Not too sure, potentially making phrases more
legato? Not sure

Statement 6: “caress that phrase”

● Purpose: communicate the concept of love in the phrase

● Participants: 18

Table 4.2.6: answers to open-ended questions for statement 6

LSR Ss
Intent Question:

What do you think Mrs McNabb was trying to help
you accomplish by using that statement?

Change Question:
Did that statement change the way your posture felt?

If yes, how?

5 1 I think a gentle voice and kind also Yes, it softed my tone

4

2 Link all of the phrase together Yes, I linked my words so the phrase sounded
smoother

3 Creating feeling into the phrase Tried adding more phrasing

4 To add dynamics and interest to the phrase I sang the phrase more [naturally]

5 To control the dynamics and make a more caring
sound It feel soft and more caring

6 Make the sound softer No

3

7 Making the sound more rounded and warm-sounding More oral space engaged

8 Open soft [palate] Singing was slower? More 'echoey' (not sure)

9 Smooth and flowing sound A little bit because I was a little more fluid when
singing

10
Same/similar as above [referring to their answer in
statement 5 which read: “create flow and consistency
within and between phrases”]

It made my singing too slow. Also noticed the crowd
was becoming quite flat - too much imagery of
falling asleep

11 To put emotion into singing Yes - more soft and smooth
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12 I don't know It felt more gentle, not so harsh

13 End more beautifully (lines) Yes, I got quieter

14 Use voice more gently Not sure

2
15 Elaborate, put more feel Not really

16 Don't know Not sure

1
17 IDK IDK

18 IDK I sounded more 'angelic', smooth

Statement 7: “inject the notes with champagne fizz, not lead weights”

● Purpose: help the singer to sing the line with a light, buoyant, dance-like feeling

● Participants: 17

Table 4.2.7: answers to open-ended questions for statement 7

LSR Ss
Intent Question:

What do you think Mrs McNabb was trying to help
you accomplish by using that statement?

Change Question:
Did that statement change the way your posture felt?

If yes, how?

5
1 To get us to get a more quiet [breath] Yes, my singing felt more lively

2 Light and bubbly. Brighter sound Brighter, happier sound

4

3 Making sure each note is placed well and
emphasised Created a brighter sound

4 To control the dynamic while singing Yes, it makes singing more easily

5 "Lighter" notes, but still retaining control Yes, more loose

6 To move/get a good/better posture to get air flowing
better Yes, there wasn't a "fuzz" in my voice

7 A higher, less dull sound Soft pallet lifting

8 Give the sound more energy Yes, more smiling and bounce

9 Sing lighter I'm not sure

10 Making each note lighter, lively Yes, made the sound brighter

3

11 To put more life into the sound/make the sound
brighter Yes - I put more energy and purpose into my singing

12 To help gentle the sound that was coming out, rather
than [fall] on Yes, I was controlling my voice more
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13 Intensity throughout the whole note Not really

14 I'm actually not sure Not really

15 Sing lightly, with brightness Not really

1
16 IDK A bit higher, lighter, brighter

17 Make the sound brighter? No, as I don't know what it meant

Statement 8: “as you sing the phrase, imagine that you are opening a pair of French doors slowly.

Imagine how the dynamics would change for a person on the other side of the doors as they open.

Apply that to your singing.”

● Purpose: apply an effective crescendo to a line of music

● Participants: 17

Table 4.2.8: answers to open-ended questions for statement 8

LSR Ss
Intent Question:

What do you think Mrs McNabb was trying to help
you accomplish by using that statement?

Change Question:
Did that statement change the way your posture felt?

If yes, how?

5

1 A better way of performance Easier to get in tune and the feeling of [holiness]?

2 Increase the volume as you sing Yes, for change in dynamics

3 Crescendo gradually and smoothly Yes - it helped me pace the increase in volume
(through imagery)

4 I think she was trying to get us to work on dynamics Yes, it made my voice more stronger, louder

5 Control of dynamic Yes, more emphasis on ab muscles

6 To make us sing louder without even trying Yes, I went louder without trying really hard

7 A crescendo that is natural Yes, softly at the start and loud at the end

8 Crescendo Yes, we got louder gradually

9 Creating a nice crescendo Yes, got louder through the phrase

10 To try to get us to accomplish a smooth crescendo, to
push out sound

I feel like the crescendo wasn't as big the second
time around. More subtle crescendo
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11 Sing a gradual crescendo Yes, gradually louder

4

12 To help us understand the use of dynamics and how
it can create different image Yes, I felt myself using different parts of my voice

13 Dynamic change (louder) Yes, gradually louder

14 Crescendo effectively It felt like there was purpose behind the sound

15 Makes the sound comes more highly Yes. Makes singing has change

16 A crescendo Yes, smoother and more natural change in
[dynamics]

17 Crescendo A gradual change from quiet to loud

4.3: Commenting on the choral aesthetic, as a result of each statement being applied, as

observed in the video recording of the rehearsal sessions.

Upon completion of the rehearsal sessions, I observed the following changes based on each

statement being applied. It should be noted that the purpose of my case study was primarily focused

on the level of understanding of the singers and not on the resulting choral aesthetic. However, it

seemed apposite to consider the aesthetic in conjunction with the answers on the questionnaire and

the focus group discussion. These observations are mine alone and are therefore subjective

according to my preferred choral aesthetic.

● Statement 1: “Imagine you are ten feet tall.”

Comment: singers were asked to stand in three different postures: their worst posture, their

choral posture and then to imagine they were ten feet tall. A few singers moved around quite

a lot, fidgeting quite a bit throughout this exercise, while most others remained still in each

posture. After the statement was applied, there was a visible lift in the height of posture

among most singers (from “choral posture” to “ten feet tall”). Some singers continued to

adjust while others remained still. When I asked the group to apply each posture, in order, a

second time, there was much less difference between “choral posture” and “standing ten feet

tall.”
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● Statement 2: “Imagine several noses around your waist and inhale through the imaginary

noses (while actually breathing deeply through the nose).”

Comment: singers were first asked to participate in a breathing exercise commonly used in

rehearsal. During this initial breath exercise, there was some visible upward movement in

the shoulders and chests of 3 - 4 of the singers. However, when they were asked to apply the

statement, there was no visible movement in the chest and shoulders from any of the singers.

● Statement 3: “Imagine placing an intact, raw egg in your mouth; close the mouth around it

and sing with that space. Don’t break the egg.”

Comment: singers were asked to sing a familiar vocalise on the [u] vowel, with no

instruction on how to sing the vowel or a desired timbre. When applying the statement, the

collective [u] vowel had more resonance and ‘oscuro’ and was slightly more present in the

vocal timbre.

● Statement 4: “Imagine a mouth on the larynx.”

Comment: singers were asked to sing a familiar vocalise on the [a] vowel, with no

instruction on how to sing the vowel or a desired timbre. In this case, the initial timbre

sounded more blended and relaxed than when the singers applied the statement, where there

was a noticeably pushed or tense vocal timbre from some singers.

● Statement 5: “Just like a professional ice skater is in constant motion, singing must be

constantly moving and changing. Skaters don’t gain stability by standing still - they

constantly flow and move around the ice. They move through time. They draw balance and

strength from constant forward motion.”

Comment: singers were asked to sing a short song they were already familiar with. When

the statement was applied, more connection and legato can be heard from the choir.

● Statement 6: “Caress that phrase.”

Comment: singers were asked to sing a short song they were already familiar with. The

result when the statement was applied was a lighter timbre with more legato than the initial

version, however the tempo slowed as well without any instruction to do so.

● Statement 7: “Inject the notes with champagne fizz, not lead weights.”

Comment: when the statement was applied, the sound became more vibrant, and less heavy.
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● Statement 8: “As you sing the phrase, imagine that you are opening a pair of French doors

slowly. Imagine how the dynamics would change for a person on the other side of the doors

as they open. Apply that to your singing.”

Comment: dynamics did change, but not smoothly/gradually the first time. When I asked

them to do it again and slow down, the dynamics were applied more gradually and evenly.

4.4: Key themes from the focus group discussion.

The findings from the focus group include questions asked by me, the facilitator, and summarised

answers from the singers which draw out the key themes from the discussion. The full transcript of

the focus group discussion can be found in Appendix C.

● Question 1: I asked the singers to give general feedback about their feelings around the use

of metaphor and imagery to describe musical techniques in rehearsal.

○ Themes: singers overall agreed that this is an effective way to communicate

technique in a rehearsal, especially for inexperienced singers. They also commented

that, at times, they may not understand a metaphor, but that that doesn’t necessarily

stop them from applying it to their own technique.

● Question 2: I asked the singers if there were any particular statements from the rehearsal

sessions that stood out to them as particularly effective.

○ The two statements mentioned were statement 8 and statement 2.

● Question 3: I asked the singers to discuss if they thought metaphor and visualisation were

more effective for inexperienced singers than using more physiological language (soft

palette, vocal folds, diaphragm, etc).

○ One singer responded that the most effective teaching for them was to strike a

balance between the physiological language and the use of metaphor; that both were

needed fully to understand the techniques being taught. There was not much

discussion here, but the body language of the other singers appeared to indicate

agreement.

● Question 4: I asked the singers if there were any particular statements that stood out to them

as particularly ineffective:
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○ The answers varied here. One singer chose statement 4, where he felt the

visualisation of a mouth on the larynx brought more tension to his throat and neck.

Two chose statement 6, one because they did not know what the word “caress”

meant and the other because they felt it was more of a personal, emotional response.

Another singer chose statement 7, stating they didn’t understand it.

● Question 5: I asked the singers how important it is for them to understand the intent of the

statement; to discuss if it is better for the metaphor to stand on its own, or for me to explain

what the intent of it is.

○ Similar to the response to question 3, the singers agreed that knowing the intent

(which often would include technical or physiological language) was important.

More than one commented that the clarity of the metaphor is important so that the

singers know and can understand what it means.

● Question 6: I asked the singers to explain how they know when a metaphor has worked for

them, as far as their own technique goes. In other words, how do they know it has made a

change?

○ Overall, two themes emerged from this question. The first was that the metaphor

tends to take their minds off of the physicality of the singing in a positive way. The

second was that they felt they were able to recall the metaphors, especially ones that

were used often, in their own practice.

● Question 7: I asked the singers if it was helpful when I refer back to the same metaphors on

a regular basis.

○ All singers agreed that this was helpful/positive.

● Question 8: I asked singers if it was helpful when I use two or three different metaphors to

teach the same technique.

○ All singers agreed that this was helpful/positive.

Overall, the themes that emerged from the focus group discussion were:

● It is important to have a balance between technical / physiological language and use of

metaphor or visualisation in teaching vocal technique.

● It is important for students to have an understanding of a metaphor or visualisation as well

as  its intent in order to apply it effectively.
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○ Using a variety of metaphors and visualisations helps build this understanding.

○ At times, metaphors and visualisations can have the opposite effect that they are

intending.

● Singers will refer back to metaphors and visualisations without prompting, in their own

practice.

4.5: Singer understanding and statement intent

Using the data from the questionnaires, I looked specifically at how the singer’s interpretation of

each statement compared with the statement’s actual intended purpose. It should be noted that in

some instances, singers were given the benefit of the doubt. For example, singer 18 answered that

statement 1 was intended to “fix posture.” Though that answer is vague, I considered it as showing

understanding.

Table 4.5.1

Statement Possible

Responses

Statement Intent

Understood

% Understanding

1 19 17/19 89%

57



2 19 0/19 0%

3 25 17/25 68%

4 25 4/25 16%

5 18 11/18 61%

6 18 3/18 17%

7 17 9/17 53%

8 17 15/17 88%

TOTALS 158 76 48%

As shown, there was a potential for 158 responses to this open-ended question. Of those possible

responses, singers understood the statement’s intended purposes less than half (48%) of the time.

Interestingly, 143 of the 158 responses to the intent question (91%) showed an attempt at

answering, but again only 76 of those answers matched the actual intention of the statement.

Statements 2, 4 and 6 had the lowest rate of understanding. However, this finding does not

necessarily mean that all three of those statements were ineffective at shifting technique in a

positive way. This will be explored further in the discussion section.

In order to examine this comparison further, I triangulated the data, considering the answers on the

questionnaire, the video footage and the answers from the focus group . For this analysis, I have

assigned the different levels of understanding reported by the singers in the Likert scale response

with the following labels:

● High level of understanding: response of 4 or 5 (5 being “I completely understand”)

● Neutral level of understanding: response of 3

● Low level of understanding: response of 2 or 1 (1 being “I do not understand”)

Although the Likert scale responses gave an indication of a singer’s self-assessed level of

understanding, they did not prove that a singer had understood the intent of the statement.

It would make sense that the higher the Likert scale response, the better the chance that the singer

would understand the intent of the statement. However, this was not always the case. As can be seen

in table 4.3.1, the interpretation of the intent of each statement varied: there were some statements
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that the singers misunderstood wholly (e.g. statement 2) while others showed high levels of

understanding (e.g. statement 8). When compared with the Likert scale responses, this breaks down

as follows:

Table 4.5.2:

Statement Intent Understood

LSR 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 Total %

High (4 - 5) 17/18 0/17 16/22 4/11 8/9 1/6 6/10 15/17 67/110 61%

Neutral (3) 0/1 n/a 0/2 0/4 2/7 1/8 2/5 n/a 5/27 19%

Low (1 - 2) n/a 0/2 1/1 0/10 1/2 1/4 1/2 n/a 4/21 19%

This data shows us that even when singers reported a high level of understanding, they only

understood the intended purpose of the statements 61% of the time. This is relevant because it

highlights that even though singers may think they understand an image or metaphor, they may be

misinterpreting its purpose. In this case study, the statements of imagery and metaphor were used in

isolation. Directors would, no doubt, explain the purpose of these statements if they were used in

rehearsal, as well as let the singers know the expected change in technique. This finding still brings

up an important question: when our singers think they understand the metaphor and imagery we

use, but they have misunderstood the purpose of these statements, how does this impact their

overall effectiveness?

One possible consideration is that even when a statement is misunderstood, it may still be effective

in shifting technique in a positive way. This is exemplified in Statement 2 where singers were asked

to “imagine several noses around your waist and inhale through the imaginary noses (while actually

breathing deeply through the nose).” The author of this image intended it to help encourage an

open, relaxed throat. Most singers reported a high level of understanding (17 out of 19) for this

statement, but none correctly identified its purpose. However, all of these singers interpreted the

statement the same way: that it was meant to help focus breathing into the abdomen instead of the

upper chest area. They described this in a variety of ways, but all used terms like low, deep,

abdomen, stomach, waist, etc. By observing the video footage of this statement being used, it was

effective in correcting the breathing technique of some singers, with less visible upper chest and

shoulder movement as the singers applied the imagery.  Of course, in this case it was not possible to

observe the openness of the throat, or to hear it in an aesthetic sense since this statement was

applied only to a breathing exercise. However, the singers were able to apply this statement in a
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positive way, and nearly all singers agreed on the intended purpose. This type of agreement is not

apparent across all statements in this case study. Statement 4 and 6 in particular were

misunderstood, but with more variety in how singers interpreted these images.

Statement 4 asked singers to “imagine a mouth on the larynx.” This statement had the lowest level

of understanding (10 out of 25 responses were a 2 or 1 on the Likert scale). This statement also had

the highest instances of singers answering “not sure” or “I don’t know” (9 out of 25 responses) to

the intent question.  Of those that did respond, there was a very wide variety of interpretations of the

purpose including:

● Create better [vowel] space
● Sing lower instead of in the chest and throat
● Engage abdominal muscles
● Release sound early
● Open my mouth (see table 4.2.4b for all answers).

In my observation of the choral aesthetic for this statement, the initial timbre sounded more blended

and relaxed than when the singers applied the image, where there was a noticeably pushed or tense

vocal timbre from some singers. This could be due to the physiological impact of putting too much

focus on the larynx. However, I believe the fact that this statement was so unclear would have also

led to less blend and more tension.

These findings show overall that though our singers might think they have understood the purpose

of an image or metaphor, there is a good chance that at least some of them have actually

misinterpreted it.  This is expected since the nature of metaphor is that it is based on lived

experience, and therefore will always inspire a wide variety of different interpretations.

4.6: Change in technique and statement intent

In addition to looking at how the singers interpreted each statement, I also wondered whether the

change felt by each singer matched the intended purpose of the statement. In other words, did the

statement have the intended result in shifting that singer’s technique?

Table 4.6.1

Statement Possible Responses Change Felt

1 19 18

2 19 15
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3 25 21

4 25 17

5 18 7

6 18 13

7 17 12

8 17 17

TOTALS 158 116

As shown, there was a potential for 158 positive responses to the change question, but only 116

responses that reported any change felt in their own technique.

This highlights that singers were more likely to attempt an answer to the intent question (even if

they misinterpreted the statement intent) than they were on the change question. This will also be

discussed further in the next section.

In this section, I discuss the Likert scale responses in comparison to the change felt (or not felt) by

the singers. As in section 5.1, I will use the labels of high, neutral and low for the different levels of

understanding.

Table 4.6.2:

Change Felt

LSR 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 Total %

High (4 - 5) 17/18 16/17 19/22 5/11 4/9 5/6 9/10 17/17 92/110 84%

Neutral (3) 1/1 n/a 2/2 3/4 3/7 7/8 3/5 n/a 19/27 70%

Low (1 - 2) n/a 0/2 0/1 5/10 0/2 1/4 1/2 n/a 7/21 33%

In this analysis, I decided not to measure whether a singer had “correctly” changed their technique

for two main reasons. Firstly, because the vocal mechanism is so interconnected that a change felt in

one place may, in fact, be determined by a shift in another part of the body. So two singers who feel

a change in different parts of their body may, in fact, both be experiencing some benefit from the
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statement. Secondly, because I felt it was more crucial to understand where singers felt absolutely

no shift, or didn’t know if they had. This measurement highlights where certain statements were

completely unable to shift technique. Predictably, singers were more willing to have a go at

answering the intent question, even if they interpreted the purpose incorrectly, than they were on the

change question. Out of 158 possible responses, there were only 15 times that a singer answered “I

don’t know” to the intent question. Compare this to 42 “no” or “I don’t know” responses to the

change question.

We can see in table 5.2.1 that among the singers who reported a high level of understanding, most

(84%)  reported feeling a change in their technique as a result of the statements. This is interesting

when compared to the number of times singers correctly interpreted the purpose of a statement,

which was 61%. This shows that approximately a quarter of the time, singers misinterpreted the

statement but still felt a change in technique.

In order to look deeper into the change singers felt, I focused on two statements: one where most

singers reported a change in their technique, and one where the least change was reported. First, I

looked at statement 1, where all but 1 singer reported feeling a change. This statement read

“imagine you are ten feet tall” and its purpose was to improve posture, ensuring that the chest, not

shoulders, were elevated slightly and the back of head was elevated a little (see table 4.2.1b).

Overall the level of understanding was high for this statement, and of the responses to the change

question, most included language that relates to the statement's intended purpose. The singers

described the change felt using words and phrases such as: tall/taller, vertical space, lifted,

straight/straightened and raised. Interestingly, the singer who misunderstood the intent of this

statement (singer 1) still reported a change. They interpreted the statement’s intent as “breathing

from the stomach without raising the chest” but when asked about if they experienced a change said

“yes, pretending to be taller allowed more breath to go to the stomach.” This shows that even

though the singer technically misunderstood the purpose of the statement, it was still effective in

changing their posture (“pretending to be taller”) and consequently improved their breath work as

well, by focusing the breath into the lower abdominal area rather than the upper chest/shoulders

(“allowed more breath to go into the stomach”). This is a further example of how an image or

metaphor can be interpreted in a variety of ways, but because of the interconnectedness of the parts

of the vocal mechanism it can still have the intended impact.

If we look at statement 4, the change reported is much lower. Just over half of the singers reported

feeling a change as a result of this statement: “imagine a mouth on the larynx.” The purpose of this
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statement was to help singers isolate the activity of the intrinsic muscles of the voice. It was not my

expectation that singers would be able to verbalise this when determining the intent of this

statement, so any response that revolved around openness or relaxation of the larynx was accepted

as a correct interpretation. Out of 25 responses, 9 singers answered that they did not know what the

intent of this statement was. Of course, this is going to impact directly any change they might feel.

In other words, if a singer doesn’t understand what the purpose of an image or metaphor is in the

first place, it will be much more unlikely for them to feel a change in their technique as a result. In

statement 4, of the singers who did report feeling a change, their answers vary greatly:

● My voice was more 'brighter' and did not sound flat
● Yes, singing became easier
● I start to emphasize the vibration as I notice the change
● Yes, unsure how (x2)
● The sound felt brighter
● Felt more tighten in abdominal
● Yes there was a bit more space
● Yes, sound quality was different
● A little bit louder, but it was difficult to imagine
● Oddly there was a slight change, my sound was richer but I did not know why
● It felt less strained, more free

As discussed in section 4.3, the change in the choral aesthetic as a result of this statement being

applied was more strained and tense, and the voices of particular singers stood out affecting the

blend. It is not surprising that such confusion among the singers would result in poor blend in the

aesthetic.

Through this analysis, it becomes clear that how the singers interpret a statement relates directly to

the change they feel in their technique. If the purpose of an image or metaphor is clear and

understanding is high, the singers are more likely to experience a positive change in their technique.

Consequently the aesthetic improves along with these changes.

The findings from my case study have made me think more critically about using imagery and

metaphor as teaching techniques in rehearsal. It is clear that they are effective. However, because

the singers in my study interpreted and experienced these metaphors in such a variety of ways, the

importance of carefully considering singer understanding is clear. I will discuss these findings and

their implications further in the next chapter.
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION

This research aimed to find out how secondary-school singers experience and understand imagery

and metaphor when they are used as teaching tools in the choral rehearsal. The case study explored

the singers’ experience when statements of metaphor or imagery were used as stand-alone teaching

tools in a rehearsal setting. The findings reported three main areas of this experience: a singer’s

self-perceived level of understanding, their interpretation of the purpose or an image or metaphor

and the change they experienced in their own technique. This discussion offers an interpretation of

the findings, how this research connects to other research in the field as well as its implications and

limitations. The sections are organised as follows:

● 5.1 Interpretation of the findings

○ 5.1a Relationship between singer understanding and change in vocal technique

○ 5.1b Effectiveness of imagery and metaphor as teaching tools in the choral rehearsal

● 5.2 Implications of the case study
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○ 5.2 a Measuring effectiveness of imagery and metaphor: choral aesthetic and singer

understanding

○ 5.2 b Use of a variety of teaching tools in the choral rehearsal

○ 5.2 c Student voice in the choral rehearsal

● 5.3 Limitations of the case study and further research possibilities

● 5.5 Conclusion

5.1 Interpretation of the findings

In the following sections I explore the relationships between my findings and discuss whether these

results were expected. First, I look at the connection between singer understanding and the change

in vocal technique. Then I discuss the benefits and challenges of seeking out and measuring singer

understanding in the choral rehearsal.

5.1a Relationship between singer understanding and change in vocal technique

The most crucial relationship to explore from my case study was between the way that a singer

understood or interpreted a statement and the actual change they felt in their technique as a result of

applying that image or metaphor. It would make sense to hypothesise that if a singer understands a

statement, they would feel a positive change in their technique. Similarly, if a singer did not

understand, they would be less likely to feel a change. To determine if this was true, I started by

looking at the statements that were the best understood according to singer responses. Statement 1

and statement 8 had both the highest levels of understanding from the Likert scale responses (most

singers answering with a 4 or 5). The singers also interpreted the intent of these statements with the

most accuracy (17/18 correct responses for statement 1 and 15/17 for statement 8). Utilising each of

these statements resulted in a clear improvement in the choral aesthetic or technique (see section 4.2

for more details).

Statement 8 read: “as you sing the phrase, imagine that you are opening a pair of French doors

slowly. Imagine how the dynamics would change for a person on the other side of the doors as they

open. Apply that to your singing.” The purpose was to apply an effective crescendo to a line of

music. In statement 8, only two singers interpreted the purpose of the statement incorrectly. Both

singers still reported feeling a change, but not one that had to do with dynamics. All other singers

understood the statement and reported some kind of change in their technique connected to the

purpose of this image. Consequently, I heard the dynamics applied effectively in the video

recording. So in the case of this statement, the hypothesis was correct. However, this was not the

case throughout the case study.
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For example, statement 1 was “imagine you are ten feet tall” and the purpose was to  improve

posture, ensuring that the chest, not shoulders, was elevated slightly and the back of head was

elevated a little. In response to the open-ended questions for statement 1, only two singers answered

with “no” or “I don’t know” showing a high level of understanding across the board. The first

singer responded that they didn’t know what the purpose of the statement was. However, in

response to the change question they reported “I was putting my chest up.” This shows that even

though this singer didn’t know what the purpose of a statement was, it had the desired impact. The

second singer interpreted the statement accurately, stating clearly that it was meant to encourage “a

more relaxed, neutral position where I remain tall, allowing my body to be aligned.” But when

asked if their posture changed, they responded, “no”.

Responses like this highlight that a singer does not need to understand a metaphor or image for it to

have the intended impact on their technique, and vice versa: even if they do understand, it is not

guaranteed to have an effect. However, the latter was more surprising to me. Why would a singer

who understood the purpose of a statement so clearly feel no impact on their own technique? Either

this singer felt their posture did not need adjusting (e.g. they were already in the desired position) or

they did not know how to apply the statement. If we look at the first possibility (that the singer felt

they did not need to change their technique), this type of answer is actually seen multiple times

throughout my case study. In response to the change question for statement 2, which was meant to

encourage an open, relaxed throat through breathing, one singer responded “since I've been in choir

for so long, breathing from my diaphragm without raising the chest is muscle memory” and another

said “I've gotten used to breathing like that usually now.” This type of response calls attention to a

potential challenge for choir directors: if a singer already thinks they have mastered a technique,

will they be open to continued practice and improvement?

Another possibility is that the singer did not know how to apply the statement even though they

understood its purpose. This type of response is also apparent throughout the study. For example, in

response to statement 3 (“Imagine placing an intact, raw egg in your mouth; close the mouth around

it and sing with that space. Don’t break the egg”) one singer correctly identified the purpose (“To

open up the space inside my mouth”). However, when asked if they felt a change, they responded

“Not really as I found it difficult to do and understand exactly how to do that.” In both instances,

the statements were not effective in shifting the singer’s technique. Directors could then consider: is

the singer who doesn’t think they need improvement as immovable in technique as the singer who

doesn’t understand how to make a change?
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After considering the statements with the highest rates of understanding, I thought it was important

to consider the statements where there was the lowest understanding as well; in this case, statements

4 and 6. In response to statement 4, only 11 out of the 25 singers answered with a 4 or 5 on the

Likert scale. For statement 6, it was just 6 out of 18. Statement 4 asked the singers to “imagine a

mouth on the larynx” and the purpose was to help singers isolate the activity of the intrinsic muscles

of the voice. I did not expect the singers in my case study to use words like “intrinsic” in their

answers, and so I accepted anything that had to do with the relaxation of the larynx (e.g. words like

‘open’ or ‘space’ etc). Of the 25 singers, only 4 singers correctly interpreted the purpose of the

statement. When considering the change they felt in their technique, just over half (14) singers

reported feeling a change, and there were a variety of answers. Four of those singers could not

articulate the change they felt, just that there was something different. Therefore, it was not

surprising that the resulting aesthetic was more strained and tense.

Statement 6 (“caress that phrase”) had a very different purpose from statement 4. This metaphor

was meant to help the singers communicate the concept of love in the phrase, which is a very

abstract concept in the first place. Although only 3 singers correctly identified that this statement

had something to do with emotion or feeling, most singers (all but 4) attempted to identify the

purpose. Answers included:

● To make the sound more rounded and warm-sounding

● To add dynamics and interest to the phrase

● To make a smooth and flowing sound

The answers to the change question also varied, including singers who sang the exercise more

softly/quietly and others who adjusted the phrasing to be smoother and more connected. Unlike

statement 4, statement 6 impacted the aesthetic in a positive way. The piece became more legato

and had a lighter timbre; what I would consider a more “loving” sound. The fact that this statement

did not see consensus among the singers, but resulted in an aesthetic more aligned to the concept is

a reminder that even misunderstood images and metaphors can be effective teaching tools. Each

singer interpreted this statement differently, and many felt it changed their technique in different

ways, but the combined result was still effective.

Looking at these two statements highlights how differently two singers can interpret the same image

or metaphor. There are a number of reasons why an image or metaphor might be susceptible to

misinterpretation. Understanding imagery and metaphor is based on our lived experiences, therefore
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a singer’s experience with the language being used is important to consider. Even after pointing out

where/what the larynx was, I expected many of the singers in my case study to struggle with

statement 4. Without understanding the role of the larynx (and perhaps having had

practice/experience in private voice lessons), this statement would remain quite foreign.  In contrast,

most singers would have a lived experience of the word “caress”: a parent rubbing their back to

help them sleep, a friend embracing them after a tough day, stroking a family pet, etc. Every choir

will be made up of people with different lived experiences, and it is important for directors to

consider this when deciding which imagery and metaphor will be the most effective for our singers.

Exploring the statements with the highest and lowest levels of understanding allowed me to look

more deeply into how singer understanding impacts a change in technique. In the next section, I

discuss responses that highlighted the interconnectedness of the vocal mechanism.

The voice, like any other instrument, depends on many different parts working interconnectedly.

Miller (1986) points out that the systems of the voice “operate interdependently, so that to examine

any one of them alone is to exclude other important considerations temporarily” (p. xx). When

directors choose a teaching tool such as imagery or metaphor, there is a specific intent behind it:

what is meant to be improved or changed in the technique. In this section, I discuss how the

interconnectedness of the vocal mechanisms might impact the outcome when using imagery and

metaphor as teaching tools. For example, statement 2 instructed the singers to “imagine several

noses around your waist and inhale through the imaginary noses (while actually breathing deeply

through the nose).” The author’s intended purpose for this statement was to encourage an open,

relaxed throat. However, when asked what they thought the purpose of this statement was, the

singers did not interpret it this way. Instead, most singers thought that the statement was intended to

put focus on the abdomen, encouraging abdominal breathing rather than using the upper chest.

When asked if this made a change to their technique, singers responded in the variety of ways such

as:

● “Yes, breath low and engages the abdomen.”

● “Yes. It felt lower and more breath when exhaling.”

● “Yes, felt it was coming more from the lower half of the body.”

In the observation of the rehearsal, it was clear that after applying this statement, there was less

movement in the upper chest, suggesting that this statement was successful in inspiring an

abdominal breath. Because this statement was primarily focussed on breath, I did not include a

vocalise as part of the exercise. Including a sung passage would have helped determine whether the

exercise had had the intended impact (encouraging an open, relaxed throat) as well as the impact on
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the singers’ breathing technique. Regardless, because of the interconnectedness of the vocal

mechanisms, it is likely that the improved breathing technique would have had a positive impact on

the singing as well.

There are other examples throughout the case study where a singer misinterpreted the purpose of

the statement, but still experienced a change in their technique. For example, one singer thought

statement 1 was meant to cause them to “breathe from the stomach and not from the chest” when it

was primarily meant to impact posture. When responding to the change question, this singer

answered that “pretending to be taller allowed more breath to go to the stomach.” In this instance,

the singer not only improved their posture but also achieved a lower, more abdominal breath.

This connection between vocal mechanisms is well known to choral directors. Improving vocal

technique in one area will almost always result in an improvement in many other areas as well.

When exploring the impact or effectiveness of imagery and metaphor as teaching tools, it is worth

considering that even when a singer misinterprets a statement, it could still have a positive impact

on their technique overall.

5.1b Effectiveness of imagery and metaphor as teaching tools in the choral rehearsal

In this section I discuss the overall effectiveness of the imagery and metaphor used in my case

study, whilst referencing themes arising from both the questionnaire and the focus group discussion.

It is widely accepted that imagery and metaphor have an important role to play in developing

technique and expression in the choral rehearsal (Skoog, 2004; Funk, 1982; Cornelius, 1982).

“Imagery and metaphor have been used to good effect in singing instruction, providing the choir

director with effective tools for healthy, efficient choral singing” (Skoog, 2004). These tools are

often effective, especially when the choral director is faced with beginning singers who have

limited knowledge of the vocal mechanism. However, through taking a deeper look at imagery and

metaphor as teaching tools, it is clear that considering singer understanding and interpretation of

these tools is crucial.

Defining effectiveness is challenging in itself. What makes a statement of imagery or metaphor

effective? The existing research suggests that a statement’s impact on the choral aesthetic is the
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preferred measurement to use (Wis, 1993; Fonza, 2014; Babb, 2010). This makes sense, as we use

the aesthetic to determine most things: whether our singers are using healthy vocal technique, if

they are singing the music in the appropriate style, accuracy, if they are applying performance

markings, expressiveness, etc. We listen and then use our teaching methods to adjust the sound as

needed. However, the findings from this case study and heeding the singers’ perspectives made me

consider how singer understanding impacts effectiveness for them individually.

By looking at the two statements that showed the least understanding, we can start to explore the

different elements that impact on the effectiveness of an image or metaphor. As stated in section 5.1

a, statements 4 and 6 showed both low levels of understanding amongst singers, and produced the

most variety in interpretations as well.  Statement 4 (“imagine a mouth on the larynx”) is a very

clear visual image which uses a physiological term (larynx). In observing the video footage from

statement 4, it was clear that the choral aesthetic became more tense and strident as a result of

applying that particular image. In the focus group discussion, this statement was mentioned when

singers were asked if there was a statement that stood out to them as ineffective. One singer

elaborated, saying that the visualisation of a mouth on the larynx brought more attention to his

throat and neck, therefore causing him tension in that area.

Statement 6 (“caress that phrase”) asked singers to apply a tactile image (caress) with a musical idea

(phrase). This caused singers some confusion and resulted in a variety of interpretations. One singer

in the focus group commented that statement 6 was ineffective because the statement was likely to

be very personal or emotional for each singer. It is true that the term “caress” could be interpreted

differently from person to person, but we must also consider that some singers may not have a grasp

on the musical idea of a “phrase”. Regardless, this statement seemed to change the choral aesthetic

in a positive way. The sound became lighter and more legato, reflecting the shift in aesthetic which

I had intended. This highlights again that singers do not necessarily need to agree on the

interpretation of  imagery or metaphor for it to have a positive impact on their technique or the

resulting aesthetic. This would, of course, very much depend on the nature of the image and how

singers interpret it based on their lived experience. Most singers have experienced the idea of

“caress” in their lives, but not all would understand the term “larynx”. Even for singers who

understand the term intellectually, they may not have much lived experience as to how their larynx

is supposed to feel when singing healthily.

In considering the relationship between effectiveness and understanding, it was interesting to look

at some of the responses from the focus group discussion. The singers in the focus group were
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asked how they knew if imagery or metaphor had been effective for them (e.g. how did they know

that a statement “worked”). They agreed on a couple of points. First, they agreed that the metaphor

tends to take their minds off the physicality of the singing, but in a way that allows them to improve

or change their technique. The second was that they felt they were able to recall the metaphors,

especially ones that were used often, in their own practice. One singer commented that when the

director uses a metaphor frequently in rehearsal, it gradually grows into habit  and singers can easily

recall those metaphors in their own practice.

5.2 Implications

In this section, I discuss how my case study fits in with the existing research in the field and what

the implications of this study are.

5.2 a Measuring effectiveness of imagery and metaphor: choral aesthetic and singer understanding

One of the main differences between my research and other research in the field was the choice to

explore the singer’s understanding of imagery and metaphor rather than the impact they have on the

aesthetic.

Skoog (2004) found imagery and metaphor to be highly effective tools in his choral rehearsals. He

insisted that “the singers will feel and appreciate the differences, gaining improved vocal health,

resilience, agility, range, and stamina. The audience will perceive the enhanced beauty and vibrancy

of the sound of the choir” (p. 47). This statement was based on the aesthetic results; the result of the

overall sound the choir was making. Though this may be true, and the director will likely have a

natural sense of whether the singers appreciate the difference they feel or hear, it is still unclear

whether the singers understood the statements being used and/or what their intended purpose was.

Of course, this is expected because the singers are there to create music. The aesthetic is a logical

focus: if it sounds good, the singers must understand what they need to do. Directors may use other

means of measuring a singer’s understanding of a technique or concept, but listening to the sound

quality remains the most logical and efficient. This is due to many factors, the main one being time.

The choral rehearsal might only occur once a week, outside of school hours. Other means of

gathering evidence of understanding, such as questionnaires or surveys, would take up much more

valuable time than responding in the moment to the way the singing sounds. However effectively a

director applies their chosen teaching tools, they may still be unaware of the level of understanding

being experienced by the individual singers.
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5.2b Use of a variety of teaching tools in the choral rehearsal

Although my case study did not aim to include other teaching tools, it is crucial to understand the

importance of these other tools in helping singers shift their technique. For example, we know

modelling is a key feature of most choral rehearsals, as are movement and gesture. Directors use

these and other tools to communicate with their singers. However, when an individual singer feels a

change in their technique, we won’t necessarily know what got them there: they could have been

responding to an image or metaphor, the modelling by the conductor, the sound of the singer

standing next to them, a movement or gesture, or even simply positive or negative reinforcement

from the director.

One key method that is often used in conjunction with imagery and metaphor is the use of

physiological language. Novice singers may benefit from more use of imagery and metaphor, but

learning the basic workings of the vocal mechanism is still important for their development and

understanding. For example, a young singer who understands the function of the soft palate will

have more flexibility and control over things like vowel shape. This physiological term can then be

used alongside imagery. For example, Fonza (2014) suggests asking a singer to create space in the

soft palate by imagining an oval rather than a circle. This exercise will simultaneously give young

singers an imagery tool and the physiological response desired. By further explaining the role of the

soft palate in this exercise, singers gain a crucial understanding of their vocal instrument.

Wis (1999) and Williams (2012) pointed out that using verbal metaphor alone risks singers

over-correcting their technique. For example, in order to help singers create space in their resonator,

a director might instruct the choir to “sing with a yawning sensation”. However, for a singer whose

soft palate is already in the desired position, this language might cause them to over-correct.

However, I would argue that this risk exists in any case; whether using verbal metaphor alone,

physical metaphor, or when using physiological descriptions of the mechanics of the voice. As

directors, we are constantly assessing the overall aesthetic of the choral sound and diagnosing the

potential reason for any undesired aesthetic. For example, we may diagnose that the “ah” vowel

needs more space based on the collective sound we hear, but we are not realistically able to assess

each individual singer for the position of their jaw, tongue and soft palate. This lack of time for

individual attention means we cannot account for the physiological variations in individual singers

which may present differently at first glance. Therefore, we still run the risk of over-correcting

singers who are already giving the vowel enough space.
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Carter (1993) argues that “to observe a seasoned professional singer... is to view mental imagery

and visualisation strategies as indispensable to their art making, and complementary to other needed

cognitive skills” (p. 324). Her research explored the methods used by professional solo singers to

master techniques in the practice room. Though this is outside of the secondary-school context, the

techniques discussed are similar to those we are teaching to our young choral singers. Interestingly,

she points out the important role that cognitive functioning plays in a singer’s ability to be

successful in their craft.

It is widely accepted that adult professional singers have high levels of cognitive functioning, and

that music learning positively impacts the way our brains function and create neural connections.

Perhaps this is why experienced singers are able to understand and make sense of even a very vague

metaphorical statement in connection with their instrument. It is because of the ongoing cognitive

development taking place during the adolescent and teenage years that directors must carefully

consider the teaching tools and language we use to communicate with our singers. Though we

might assume that professional adult singers would have more advanced cognitive functioning and

life experiences on which to base their understanding of imagery and metaphor, we should not

underestimate the experience, both musically and emotionally, of secondary-school aged singers.

While the singers in the focus group agreed that knowing the purpose of the imagery or metaphor is

important, they also agreed that when the director uses both imagery/metaphor and physiological

language, they are more likely to fully understand the techniques being taught. The explanation of

the purpose of imagery or metaphor used in rehearsal would often include technical or physiological

language, so it makes sense that striking this balance would prove effective. This won’t come as a

surprise to any director, but it is worth noting that the singers in this case study also identified the

importance of using a variety of complimentary teaching tools.

Some directors might argue that it doesn’t actually matter if every singer understands the impact

each statement of metaphorical language or imagery is meant to have. If the aesthetic changes for

the better, and the director can see and hear improvement in the vocal health or quality of the sound,

then that is the goal regardless of how they arrived there. Not all singers need to understand the

intent of an image or metaphor for it to be effective.  Improvement in the sound might simply

happen when singers naturally respond to a change in the sound around them. Of course,

movement, modelling, ear training and muscle memory also have an important role to play in

affecting technique for young singers.
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As we have seen, it is accepted by many that the use of metaphorical language can be an efficient

way of communicating abstract concepts to our singers. Limited rehearsal time alone means that

efficiency is key to running an effective rehearsal, and most secondary-school choirs include singers

from many different singing backgrounds, levels of experience and degrees of knowledge of the

voice as an instrument. However, if one of our goals is efficiency, I argue that knowing whether our

singers understand the language we use is a key piece of the puzzle. If we use a metaphor which is

confusing to most of our singers, but because of modelling and the other considerations mentioned

above, the aesthetic changes for the better, then we would measure that as a success, therefore using

that phrase again and again, not ever realising that it isn’t actually communicating the desired

concept to our singers. If we ask them for feedback on their own understanding, and can gauge this

understanding even in informal ways, we will know for sure whether a statement is truly effective.

If it isn’t understood as we expected, we can retire it or rework it to communicate the concept more

clearly. This not only has the power to increase efficiency in rehearsal, but it shows our singers that

we value their input in the process.

In reflecting on my own practice, this study has opened my eyes to how much variety of

understanding is being experienced by my singers. Asking students in the focus group for more

detail on their understanding, and gathering their feedback on imagery and metaphor as teaching

tools has underlined the importance of that dialogue. This experience will have a significant impact

on my own practice in rehearsal as a director, aiming to include opportunities for singers to offer

regular and authentic feedback on the way I am communicating concepts.

5.3 Limitations

This research was limited in three main areas: research design, sample size/scope and because of

unanticipated obstacles.  The research design was based on the use of only eight statements of

imagery and metaphor. These statements were taken mostly from the literature, so they do not

necessarily reflect the whole scope of the language directors actually use as part of their teaching. In

future research, it would be valuable to discover the imagery and metaphor that directors in NZ use

regularly and find most effective in rehearsal. Discovering these “tried-and-true” statements and

exercises would allow a researcher to understand how imagery and metaphor are being used in

secondary-school choir rehearsals in New Zealand.

This case study also did not allow for more than one teaching tool to be used at once. This was in an

attempt to isolate imagery and metaphor, which allowed me to measure understanding of the
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language alone. However, this is not reflective of the way that imagery and metaphor are used in

most choir rehearsals. Imagery and metaphor are rarely used in isolation and instead would be used

alongside physiological language, movement, gesture and modelling.

This study was limited to one school and one choir, from which not all singers participated. There is

huge diversity throughout New Zealand in the secondary-school choral world; so this study

provides only a snapshot. In order to fully understand how secondary-school choral singers

experience and understand imagery and metaphor, there would need to be a larger-scale study where

singers from a wider variety of contexts were invited to participate. In addition, because the

rehearsal sessions took place separately from the normal choir rehearsal setting they did not reflect

the way that imagery and metaphor would be used in a genuine choral rehearsal. Research around

how singers understand these tools when they are used within the normal rehearsal construct would

allow for more robust and authentic findings.

Because this research took place between 2019 and 2022, the implications of COVID-19 had a

significant impact on it. The case study itself was rescheduled twice because of the regional

lockdowns and closure of schools in Auckland, New Zealand in 2020.

It was beyond the scope of this study to address which images or metaphors are most effective in

communicating technique to secondary-school choral singers. Much of the current literature

assumes two things: that experienced directors will choose effective images and metaphors in their

teaching and that the choral aesthetic is an accurate measurement of effectiveness. Future research

could explore more deeply what makes an image or metaphor effective and the role that singer

understanding plays in this. One method for this may be to combine the strategies of research like

Fonza (2014) and Wis (1993) with methods designed to measure singer understanding. This type of

study could include observations of the teaching tools used in authentic choral rehearsals,

interviews with directors, analysis of the choral aesthetic and investigation into singer experience

and understanding. Exploring the relationship among all of these elements could give directors

insight into the effectiveness of their teaching tools.

5.4 Conclusion

At its heart, this case study was inspired by a desire on my part to explore the experience of the

singers in my choir in the same way I do for the students in my curriculum classes. Student voice

plays a key role in educational inquiry, and while this type of inquiry is being utilised in curriculum

classes, it is not necessarily happening in our choral rehearsals (at least not at the same level of
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depth).  In Davidson et al (2016) one of the teachers in their study commented that “engaging with

student voice has also reminded me that it is insufficient for students to simply feel comfortable

with their teacher. Teachers must also ensure students feel comfortable making mistakes in front of

their peers.” Williams (2012) also brings up the stress and performance anxieties that can exist for

young singers. Finding strategies as directors that will minimise stress will have a positive effect on

the vocal and mental health of our students. Although this does not mean doing the work for them,

it might include finding effective and efficient ways to communicate technique, especially to

inexperienced singers (pp. 174-175).

In a secondary-school choral context, it is interesting to consider how we measure effectiveness of

our teaching tools. This gets into a complex area of why singers are there - for social reasons, to

build skills in singing, passion for/aesthetic enjoyment of singing or choral music, because they

need to be part of an extracurricular, etc. In many contexts, if the rehearsal isn’t engaging or

effective, the director might see the programme fail to recruit or retain singers. We can look at this

pedagogically in the same way that teachers do in their classrooms - how do we create spaces where

singers both want to be there and are contributing, but are also feeling that the teacher/director

values their understanding and experience. It is so important then to create a space for singers to

feed back not just simply what worked and what didn’t, or how well they understood something or

not, but to take the time to allow them to be part of that process. Certainly, directors are finding

ways to do this but to what extent? What strategies are we employing to receive honest, in-depth

feedback from our singers?

Conducting this research has made me consider how I can involve my singers more in the learning

process during rehearsal. If singers are part of my own commitment to pedagogical inquiry they can

help me understand what actually works for them (not just what I think should) and they can give

insight into the teaching tools that are most effective for them. I believe it is crucial for choral

directors to endeavour to understand the impact of the language we use to communicate singing

technique and musical concepts to our young singers. We can do this not just by evaluating the

aesthetic outcome, but by being aware of how each of our singers interprets and understands our

teaching.

Cornelius (1982) pointed out “that by developing a higher level of awareness of the possibilities

inherent in metaphorical language, choral conductors may channel their speech more effectively,

resulting in a more efficient rehearsal technique” (p. 14).  In other words, if we make the effort truly

to consider the language we use in our teaching, we can communicate more clearly and save time in

rehearsal. I think that, more importantly, if we incorporate strategies to seek out the experience and
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understanding of individual singers and use their voices to inquire into our practice, we will create

an environment of higher trust, value and constant growth for everyone.

77



APPENDICES

Appendix A: Choral Metaphor and Imagery Exercises (Language Only)

Focus Title Imagery / Metaphor Purpose

Posture/
Alignment

Ten Feet Tall
“Imagine you are 10 feet tall”
(Skoog, 2004, p. 44).

Chest, not shoulders, elevated
slightly; back of head elevated a
little

Suspended by a
Hook

Imagine you are suspended in the
air by a hook connected to the
middle of the top of your head
(Smith, 2007, p. 37).

Aligning the body

Breath

Balloon Belly

Imagine placing a large balloon in
your belly, then round your lips as
if drinking a thick milkshake
through a straw. Inhale slowly
through the straw and fill the
balloon (Skoog, 2004).

Low, diaphragmatic breathing
Promotes lip rounding and an
open throat

Nose Abs
Imagine several noses around your
waist and inhale through the
imaginary noses (Skoog, 2004).

Open, relaxed throat

Surprise
Imagine you have been surprised
by something (Skoog, 2004).

Promotes a open, relaxed throat
and the enhancement of the
appropriate antagonism of the
respiratory muscle

Hot Food
Imagine that you have put a hot
piece of food on your tongue
(Skoog, 2004).

Promotes an open, relaxed throat
because the throat automatically
reacts to this image.

Breath Reservoir

Inhaling correctly is like filling up
a reservoir in our abdominal area.
“When the reservoir is full, we
don’t have to pump it out or hold it
in. As we release it, the vocal folds
seem to syphon out what they
need” (Smith, 2007, p. 41).

Quality breath intake; releasing
the breath so that it flows through
the voice and out of the body.

Morning Mountain
Air

"You're on top of the mountain.
You've
slept there and you've just woken
up. You climb out of your tent and
you breathe this air and you can't
believe how good it is" (Carter,
1993, p. 190).

Deep breathing

Pendulum
Breathing

Imagine a pendulum that changes
direction but never stops (Carter,
1993).

Ongoing process of
inhale and exhale
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Phonation and
Resonance

Raw Egg

“Imagine placing an intact, raw
egg in your mouth; close the mouth
around it and sing with that space.
Don’t break the egg” (Skoog,
2004, p. 46).

Promotes a open, relaxed throat

Whimper Pups
Whimper like a puppy (Skoog,
2004). Promotes forward placement

Surprise Hum

Imagine the sensation of surprise,
but with lips held together; then
hum or sing with this placement
(Skoog, 2004).

Promotes forward placement

Brass Vibration
Comparison

“As with a trumpet or trombone,
singers need airflow to make
sounds, and the vibration of the
vocal folds is very similar to the
vibration of brass players’ lips. For
brass players to play low notes,
they relax their lips to be short and
thick and the full length of both
lips vibrates. For high notes they
stretch their lips long and thin, and
a smaller portion of their lips
vibrates” (Smith, 2007, p. 15)

Help singers to picture
(externalise) what is happening
inside the larynx.

Hot Air Balloon

“As the air flows freely up into the
back of the head, it fills the ‘hot air
balloon in the back - an upward
opening sensation” (Smith, 2007,
p. 73).

Create space in the soft palate

Parachute

Imagine a “parachute opening as
the air catches it from beneath,
buoyed by the constant flow of air”
(Smith, 2007, p. 73).

Create space in the soft palate

Anchor Tone
"Reach down as deeply as you can
with the tone. Imagine you have an
anchor at your feet, and that's the
tone and at no point do you have to
feel that you have to pull this
anchor all the way up” (Carter,
1993, p. 188).

Tone quality; sustaining tone in
any register.

Apple Core Tone
Imagine your tone as "no bigger
than an apple core" (Carter, 1993,
p. 187).

Finding desired
placement, tone quality and
resonance.

Note Through
Needle

Imagine putting "the note through
the eye
of a needle" (Carter, 1993, p. 187).

Finding proper
placement, tone quality and
resonance.

Fruit in the Throat Imagine yawning, dropping the jaw Getting singers to feel the oscuro
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or that there is some kind of fruit in
the back of your throat (Smith,
2007).

tone.

Gravy Tone
Your tone is like "thick, heavy
gravy: laden with fat, porous
dumplings" (Gonzo, 1977, p. 10).

Dissatisfaction with the character
of the choral tone the singers are
producing; need for lighter tone.

Water on Griddle
Make each note dance in your
mouth "like a droplet of water on a
hot griddle" (Gonzo, 1977, p. 10).

Achieve a tone with a light,
buoyant, dance-like feeling.

Fragile like a
Crepe

"Imagine the notes are as fragile
and as light as crepe suzettes”
(Gonzo, 1977, p. 10).

Achieve a tone with a light,
buoyant, dance-like feeling.

Champagne vs.
Lead

"Inject the notes with champagne
fizz, not lead weights” Gonzo,
1977, p. 10).

Achieve a tone with a light,
buoyant, dance-like feeling.

Falsetto
Descriptors

Use a fluty, choir-boy voice; a Julia
Child voice (Smith, 2007).

Helping women find their head
voice or falsetto (no engagement
of the vocalis muscles)

Diction /
Articulation of
Text

Potato Chip

Your “rendition of the consonants
was mushy and about as crisp as
soggy potato chips” (Gonzo, 1977,
p. 8).

Description of unclear diction.

Icicle Consonants
“Singing clear consonants is like
breaking icicles” (Gonzo, 1977, p.
8).

Description of clear diction.

Carrot Consonants
“Singing clear consonants is like
cutting a carrot with a cleaver”
(Gonzo, 1977, p. 8).

Description of clear diction.

Marbles vs.
Meatballs

“I want marbles not meatballs”
(Gonzo, 1977, p. 8)

Description of clear vs. unclear
diction.

Accuracy Paddleball

“The ball is going everywhere;
would you be more careful and put
the ball on the paddle?” (Fonza,
2014, p. 94).

Description of the accuracy of
pitches; focus on performing the
pitches accurately.

Dynamics

Field of Snow
“Imagine you are walking across a
field of snow without making any
footprints” (Smith, 2007, p. 117).

Sing softly: maintaining
consistent airflow while
decreasing the intensity of
phonation.

Walking Toward
Me

Imagine that a person you are
talking to is walking toward you,
so you can project less as they get
closer (Smith, 2007).

Sing softly; let the air flow just as
freely as when singing loudly but
don’t use as much voice.

Smile the Notes
"This passage is super soft, so
smile the notes off the pages”

Communicating the level of
softness.
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(Gonzo, 1977, p. 10).

Cotton Soft

"You must sing these notes so
softly that the sound you make will
be almost as soft as touching your
finger to cotton” (Gonzo, 1977, p.
10).

Communicating the level of
softness.

Feather Falling
“This melody line moves almost as
softly as a feather falling through
the air” (Gonzo, 1977, p. 10).

Communicating the level of
softness.

Musical Concept:
Tempo

Snowball Tempo

“The tempo rushing problem is
likened to a snowball gathering
momentum while rolling down a
mountainside” (Gonzo, 1977, p. 8).

Description of an undesired tempo
rushing.

TickTock Tempo
“A steady tempo is like the
constancy of the tick of a clock”
(Gonzo, 1977, p. 8).

Description of a steady tempo.

Faucet Tempo
A steady tempo “is as remitting as
the drip of a leaky faucet” (Gonzo,
1977, p. 8).

Description of a steady tempo.

Elephant Molasses
“Conducting you is like trying to
pull elephants through molasses”
(Gonzo, 1977, p. 8).

Description of a dragging tempo.

Beach Ball on the
Moon

“Keeping this tempo moving is
almost as difficult as trying to
bounce a giant beach ball full of
water on a crater infested
moonscape” (Gonzo, 1977, p. 8).

Description of a dragging tempo.

Phrase / Sense of
Musical Line

Ice Skater Forward
Motion

“Just like a professional ice skater
is in constant motion, singing must
be constantly moving and
changing. Skaters don’t gain
stability by standing still - they
constantly flow and move around
the ice. They move through time.
They draw balance and strength
from constant forward motion”
(Smith, 2007, p. 23).

Helping singers to picture the
forward motion of a musical line.

Quicksand

“To maintain a sense of constant
motion, one of my students
imagines that he is walking
through quicksand while singing. If
he just stands foxed in one place,
he will sink into the quicksand, but
if he is constantly in motion, he
will make it across safely” (Smith,
2007, p. 23).

Helping singers to picture the
forward motion of a musical line.
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Mountaintop

“I reached an area above the tree
line where the steep slope was
covered in loose gravel. If I
stopped and stood still, I started to
slide down the side of the
mountain, but by continually
moving forward, I made it through
that dangerous section to the firm
ground on the other side” (Smith,
2007, p.23)

Helping singers to picture the
forward motion of a musical line.

Fence Picket
Notes

Each note is “emerging like a
picket on a picket fence” (Gonzo,
1977, p. 10).

Description of a phrase without a
sense of musical line.

Pasted Notes
Imagine that “the notes are pasted
together” (Gonzo, 1977, p. 10). Achieve a sense of musical line.

Conveyor Belt

Imagine “the notes are like a
conveyor belt of sound” (Gonzo,
1977, p. 10). Achieve a sense of musical line.

Toothpaste

“The melodic line should flow like
toothpaste from a tube”  (Gonzo,
1977, p. 10). Achieve a sense of musical line.
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APPENDIX B: Questionnaire Example

Rehearsal Session 1 Questionnaire:

Today, Mrs. McNabb used imagery in two statements. Please answer the questions based on each
statement below:

Statement 1: “imagine you are ten feet tall”

1. On a scale of 1 to 5, how well did you understand that statement? (circle one)

1                          2                          3                          4                          5

I did not understand I understood completely

2. What do you think Mrs McNabb was trying to help you accomplish by using that statement?

3. Did that statement change the way your posture felt? If yes, how?

Statement 2: “imagine several noses around your waist and inhale through the imaginary noses (while

actually breathing deeply through the nose)”

1. On a scale of 1 to 5, how well did you understand that statement? (circle one)

1                          2                          3                          4                          5

I did not understand I understood completely

2. What do you think Mrs McNabb was trying to help you accomplish by using that statement?

3. Did that statement change the way your breathing felt? If yes, how?
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APPENDIX C: Focus Group Transcript

Question 1: The point of this is to just have a quick chat, to share about how you felt about the
language I used at the rehearsal sessions. What do you think about that?

● Sometimes I’m not sure, like, what the metaphors are for but sometimes it really helps my
singing

● I think those metaphors and images like helps to open my mouth and something and makes
me sing more relaxed

● Me personally, I don’t consider myself an experienced singer, so finding that initial good
singing form or technique is sometimes hard cause sometimes I revert back to using my
voice up here and I think the metaphors and stuff allows me to find a different way to
engage this area and kind of helps me to imagine it easier and engage my muscles in that
way than if you were just to tell me to do it directly

● I feel like it’s more emotional and ( ) and stuff. It’s like you’ve got this emotion so your
body will turn different, in different states depending on the emotion. But i do have some I
still don’t understand.

● I feel like when I first started singing I was told a lot to breathe deep and stuff like that and I
felt like as a child that didn’t really get into my head. I feel like if I had been taught
metaphorically it would have helped a lot. I find that visualising things really helps me. I
realised that in science today as well.

● I think it's like an alternative approach to like how to teach people different techniques of
singing and I mean it’s just like more fun to do things like these instead of telling you to do
those technical stuff and I mean we are just doing it without realising it but I think it would
be easier like once, for those children to grow up the can like pick it up really quickly
because they know how to do them and they can do it like naturally.

Question 2: Were any particular statements from the rehearsal sessions that stood out to you as
particularly effective?

● The door opening one
● The one with the noses around your belly is really good ‘cause you kind of like use the

abdomen to sing instead of breathing through the upper part where you raise your shoulders
which is not really good for choral singing.

Question 3: Do you think metaphor and visualisation are more effective for inexperienced singers
than using more physiological language?

● Because like, for metaphors, you’re comparing two different things you’ve done/known
before so it's like when you build different knowledges it helps when you build on the
knowledge front eh previous

● Building knowledge around stuff you already know and then kind of forming the space and
so without bringing new stuff in so it allows you kind of to grasp a concept more easily.

● I think the human body is quite different from those pianos and violins you can’t see
yourself inside so you don’t know how your tone or something works. So using metaphor or
something can help you see
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● I feel like it helps you and it links it to a specific idea so that when you want to go back to
that type of thing, you just remember the idea.

Question 4: Is there any technical language that I refer to that you need in order to to use the
metaphors; is there a basic knowledge of the physiology of singing that has helped you?

● I think, to be honest, Personally, I like biology so when I am getting touched in those things
(remember you did the slide show on the physiological stuff) but I think it would be a good
combination to teach the physiological stuff and the metaphor so people they can understand
better of why we use these metaphors and even sometimes they might know it, but I think it
works just better.

Question 5: Was there a statement that didn’t make sense to you?

● Mouth on larynx
○ It felt like I went back to putting all my energy into here (neck)
○ More tension around the neck muscles.

● Caress that phrase
○ Can you give a definition because I don’t know that word
○ I thought it was more of an emotional thing; more of an expression than a technique

● Champagne Fizz
○ I didn’t really understand that

Question 6: How important is it to understand the technique that I’m trying to get you to do? Is that
better or worse than if I explained what I was trying to do with the metaphor?

● I feel like most metaphors give you a visual image, but some of the them are quite confusing
or people have different opinions on them so they can’t really create a visual image which
make them hard to understand

● I think the physiological side should be first explained and then so we get this understanding
and then the metaphors should just be used to help us get to that point to actually fully
getting that technique correctly

● I feel like some people just when they hear what needs to be done they can automatically
like fix it and for that I guess the physiological statement would just be better for them but
some people just don’t know how to change it by themselves so then the metaphor is good

● I just have an advice. I think it would be better to make the statement general so it would
make it less possible for people to misinterpret the statement. So that like most people they
are able to understand the statement.

● Play image or video about a metaphor to see what it feels like
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Question 7: How do you know if a metaphor or visualisation has worked for you?

● When you said the nose thing after I started singing with that kind of picture in  mind, I just
felt less strain and I felt like I wasn’t pushing so hard to get the note out felt actually more at
ease and relaxed

● Sometimes I find that when I hear the metaphor I’m concentrating more on the metaphor
than my actual singing and then I can hear that my singing actually improved like my tone
or something. Or sometimes the way my posture (you can feel a change) yeah

● Sometimes when doing the regular choir, you did this like (string pulling) and that feels like
you’re really pulled up by that and sometimes it sends…..(so you have a physical feeling)

● Kind of gradually it grows into habit, when you like everytime you like every time when we
sing you use those metaphors and then when we’re singing by ourselves, the metaphors
come into our mind

● The metaphor is more of a simpler way and so it is easier for us to kind of  recall it and
constantly tell ourselves this whenever we start singing. So I think it's much easier to recall
the metaphor than to have the biological understanding.

● The other day when you worked on the [o] vowel, I have heard the egg one quite a bit, so I
automatically think of the egg. (even though I didn’t say it)

Question 8: Is it helpful for you is I refer back to the same metaphors on a regular basis
● Yes
● Sometimes I’ll use two or three to get to the same end
● Yeah
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