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ABSTRACT 

This study seeks to identify the ways in which performer/teachers influence student learning 

in one-to-one teaching of classical voice. The dual career of performer and teacher remains 

the predominant pedagogical model for classical voice training at conservatoire level, both in 

Australia and most other parts of the world. Yet, the nature of this reality and its implications 

for student learning and institutional culture have received only passing reference in the 

literature until recently, and classical voice is routinely omitted in international studies on 

aspects of one-to-one teaching at tertiary level, which tend to focus on instrumental music. 

Very little research has been conducted into the ways in which singers utilise their specific 

reservoir of experiences and knowledge while training the performers of the future.   

This study explores the contribution and impact of voice performer/teachers on the 

student learning experience, combining an overview of literature relevant to the subject with 

in-depth interviews with leading voice pedagogues, student group discussions, and auto-

ethnographic material regarding my own musical history and teaching practice, integrated 

into the thesis submission as video selections (appendix 8). In doing so, it seeks to identify 

ways in which the performer’s experience informs pedagogical content and approach, and 

perceptions of both negative and positive effects that the performer/teacher can have on 

student learning.  

Triangulating these perspectives, I seek to provide a nuanced picture of the nature of 

the impact of performers on vocal performance pedagogy within Australian tertiary music 

education institutions, and add new insights into the multi-faceted realities of performers 

involved in teaching and learning. This leads to a succinct overview of key aspects of the 

educational experience that are impacted by the performance background of voice teachers, 

with the aim to inform future discussions, planning, and practice. 
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Chapter One: Setting the Scene 

1.1 Introduction 

There must be at least one note in my range that belonged to my grandmother, and 

certainly my mother’s soprano and my father’s deep love for new music have given 

much of the color and depth to my sound. Their voices are our inheritance, part of the 

amalgamation of who we are and what we have learned. We are unique, each human 

voice, not because we are completely self-generated but because of how we choose to 

assemble the countless factors that made us. (Fleming, 2005, p. 222) 

These words of renowned soprano Renee Fleming reflecting on her own vocal identity bring 

to mind Clandinin and Connelly’s observation that “in ethnography, people are viewed as 

embodiments of their own lived stories” (2000, p. 43). In this chapter, I will try to bring those 

two perspectives together in order to set the scene for my thesis. 

In 1999, I completed graduate studies in which I evaluated student learning within the 

context of my teaching.  The aim was to determine whether my perception of the one to one 

teaching and learning exchange was similar to that of the students. Through the observation 

of videoed one-to-one lessons, video footage of students’ individual practice sessions as well 

as student surveys, I sought to evaluate the scope and depth of the students’ individual 

capacity for learning and critical thinking within their independent practice.  The rationale for 

this project emerged from feedback by students expressing their frustration at a perceived 

inability to reproduce the studio learning outcomes during individual practice time. In 

addition to the student-centred learning outcomes of this research, themes emerged which 

identified the performer/teacher as a major force in the one-to-one teaching setting and the 

pedagogical significance of this role. This prompted me to reflect further on my own profile 
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as a performer/teacher, seeking to identify those elements which enhance and contribute to 

the teaching and learning exchange and others that may be detrimental.   

Realizing that my position as performer/teacher is common amongst those working as 

in one-to-one settings, I was struck by the fact that the pedagogical implications of 

performer/teachers on student learning in the area of classical voice have remained largely 

unexplored in the voice pedagogy literature. Classical voice teachers in conservatories and 

music schools operate in unique environments, where the vocalist’s knowledge, beliefs, 

experience and persona converge, trying to create coherent, pedagogical approaches to one-

to-one teaching as they prepare young singers for the stage. Their role as performers 

inevitably impacts on that. 

In the absence of a substantial body of literature, storying performer/teachers’ 

professional journeys through interviews and auto-ethnography allows for utilising 

professional profiles as an important resource. Telling stories enables reflection on events and 

characteristics that shape professional identities, as well as the constructs that inform 

pedagogical culture and teaching strategies. This gains additional value as these stories are 

juxtaposed with the academic literature and students relating their perceptions and 

experiences from a learner’s point of view. 

My story, which I share in this chapter, can be regarded as an ‘audit’ of myself as a 

performer, teacher and continuous learner. It highlights those aspects of my personal 

experience which form an important part of the tacit exchange in my music teaching and 

learning practice. In much the same way that the auto-ethnographic author builds a 

relationship with the reader, the relationship between the voice teacher and singing student 

develops through an incremental layering of trust in the teaching and learning exchange.  

This is hopefully illustrated in the following personal narrative as I trace my journey as a 

singer from early beginnings to the present day, and in some of the critical reflections which 
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appear in Chapter Six. Through my narrative and reflections, I hope to show how my own 

journey has deeply and positively impacted upon my pedagogical approaches to studio 

teaching practice and my relationships with my students, and how it has raised important 

questions on voice pedagogy and its relation to the performance experience and activities of 

voice teachers, which I seek to address in this thesis. 

 

1.2 An auto-ethnography 

I was born in the United States as the youngest of four daughters into a middle class 

family in Washington D.C. My mother, an Australian, was a gifted pianist and church 

organist who in her capacity as church musician for our local Christian Science church 

selected the repertoire required for weekly services, rehearsed the soloists in our home and 

accompanied the congregation. Additionally, she maintained a modest piano teaching 

practice in our family home. My father was a barrister who had no musical background 

although he did enjoy taking an afternoon nap while listening to the weekly matinee 

broadcast from the Metropolitan Opera, New York. My father was Jewish, our household a 

vibrant mix of spiritual beliefs and tradition. The practice of music was a normal and integral 

part of family life.  

When my father died suddenly in 1968, the family moved to Australia where, once 

settled, my sisters and I were afforded the opportunity to deepen our engagement with music. 

I sang in a community children’s choir from age 11 to 16, but received no formal vocal 

training until I was 16. My exposure to operatic singing was limited to an obsession with 

Jeannette McDonald and Nelson Eddy films. My mother had remarried when I was ten years 

old. My stepfather and I had a somewhat hostile relationship and in a bid to avoid the tension 

in the house, I spent many weekends and holidays in the company of my mother’s only sister, 
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Joyce. My aunt was a cultured woman whom I adored and who had a strong influence on my 

upbringing. Aunty Joyce had worked for the United Nations, living and working in the 

Middle East, in Africa, Indonesia and The Philippines as well as the USA. At one stage 

during a seven year posting in New York City, she dated a principal artist from the 

Metropolitan Opera. It was through him that she acquired a love of opera and established a 

large collection of opera recordings. My first real exposure to operatic repertoire was through 

listening to some of these recordings. A life altering performance by Joan Sutherland in the 

title role of Bellini’s opera, Norma, which I witnessed, aged 16, also proved pivotal in 

cementing my desire to become a singer. 

My formal musical education began at the Queensland Conservatorium where my 

training followed a strong practical performance emphasis. On reflection, I realise that my 

early voice teachers were working models of performer/teachers. They maintained profiles as 

concert singers, albeit modest, performing chamber music, and oratorio and song repertoire. 

The opportunity to hear my teacher in performance was not frequent; however, I still recall 

the impact it had on me to be present in the audience on those occasions. 

My experience of music study was a happy and relatively carefree one. The joy and 

sense of wholeness that accompanied my performances was powerful and life-affirming. I 

had a natural voice, not without its faults; however, I managed to negotiate these 

shortcomings through other musical attributes. Some of my peers went on to have major 

international careers. Even as students they were outstanding although my teacher never 

made me feel less than worthy. I had a good ear, was a quicker learner than most singers, and 

my teacher instilled within me a musical integrity and intelligence, which gave me a sense of 

individual merit. I sensed recognition of herself in me; our voice types, musical and 

intellectual styles were similar. It was a safe environment; in many ways I did not want to 

leave. 
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My teacher’s vocal pedagogy was based largely on imitation and mental imagery, a 

traditional and empirical teaching method which has its roots in the bel canto style.  There 

was little technical emphasis; rather this was approached via repertoire. This provided me 

with some sound aural and musical models; however, it did little to foster my independent 

learning and understanding. I loved my teacher and wanted very much to please her. I felt 

that my failure to succeed technically was a reflection on myself, and not her. 

Although my teacher was a progressive and intelligent pedagogue, the sophisticated 

level of knowledge and understanding available to voice teachers today did not exist at the 

time I was studying. I graduated a musically intelligent singer but with limited technique or 

understanding of how my instrument worked. 

I enjoyed numerous early successes as a young singer, winning national competitions 

and awards and scholarships for overseas study. I was not especially competitive but had no 

real problem with nerves or anxiety. My established faith and belief in God allowed me to 

fully assume the role of musical conduit rather than personally shouldering the responsibility 

for my ability. It was tremendously liberating in one way; however, I was aware even then, 

that I was technically insecure and it slowly began to unnerve me in performance.  

After completing my studies at the Queensland Conservatorium, I was accepted as a 

founding member of the Song Company, a professional eight-voice ensemble based in 

Sydney. This innovative group performed a range of vocal repertoire from Renaissance music 

to new Australian works and collaborated regularly with Australia’s eminent musical 

organisations. This was mostly a positive experience. However, I still had Joan Sutherland’s 

singing in my ear and so I auditioned for the chorus of Opera Australia. I was accepted, aged 

24, and remained for the following two years.  

This was a stimulating but exhausting work environment. In two years, I learned 40 

operas and took part in over 300 performances. Owing to my musical proficiency and 



6 
 

eagerness to get on, I was given opportunities to understudy roles and perform minor solos. I 

learned an enormous amount, both good and bad, through participation and also through 

observation of preeminent singers, directors, and conductors. I found this environment to be 

inspirational on many levels, but began to realise that I lacked the technical and 

psychological armour to cope with the more challenging aspects of the job. I left the chorus 

after two years, to take up study opportunities that awaited me through several prizes and 

scholarships I had won, including the ABC Instrumental and Vocal Competition, the Britten-

Pears Scholarship for Advanced Musical Study, and an Australia Council Grant for Overseas 

Study.   

In 1988, I left for overseas. My first experience was a summer school in Belgium 

which proved significant in terms of meeting a voice teacher who would have a major 

influence on me, Marlena Malas. This particular summer school brought together renowned 

teachers from the Curtis Institute Philadelphia, and the Guildhall School of Music and 

Drama, London, as well as other internationally acclaimed singers and pianists. In a 

masterclass for Ms Malas, I sang better than I had in my entire life. The feeling of 

exhilaration which accompanied that performance was addictive. I was convinced that 

Marlena was the teacher to help me become the singer I wanted to be. When she agreed to 

teach me in New York I felt as though I had been admitted to an exclusive club. However, I 

had already committed myself to studying in London with another eminent voice teacher. I 

went ahead with this plan but it did not prove beneficial and within two months, I had moved 

to New York. 

Marlena was a guru in teaching style.  I found her immensely charismatic, and was in 

total awe of her. She was direct and to the point; this was a pedagogical tone I had never 

before encountered.  
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Marlena Malas had had a very short singing career. She once told me, in a rare 

moment of candour, that her career had lasted nine months owing to her inability to audition 

successfully. It didn’t seem to matter. Her “students” routinely included big name performers 

appearing at the Metropolitan Opera, who would drop by for a check-up. I hoped she would 

address issues of breathing and support which I had struggled with for years. However, her 

approach to this area seemed to me rather circuitous at the time, although looking back, I 

think it was absolutely right. My time and money ran out and I returned to Australia with a 

determination to go back overseas as quickly as possible. Six months later I won the German 

Operatic Award and received a posting in the Cologne Opera Studio attached to the Cologne 

State Opera. 

Winning the scholarship, which provided engagement within the opera studio at the 

Cologne State Opera, would prove a profound experience on a number of levels. It was my 

first experience of an international opera house and I was overwhelmed by the calibre of 

singing and productions which took place there. My colleagues were mostly American 

singers, very friendly and supportive. They were also very together: iron-clad techniques, 

strong musical and linguistic proficiency and a positivism that wouldn’t quit.  

Instead of feeling excited and inspired within this environment, I was consumed by a 

rapidly growing sense of inadequacy. Being limited in the German language only added to 

my shyness. I struggled with daily tasks and found myself becoming ill more often, which 

was out of character for me. I quickly learned that to gain respect I needed to show 

assertiveness and that was probably the one quality that was impossible for me to 

demonstrate! I felt totally out of my depth, vocally, although not musically. While I managed 

to perform the operatic roles I was assigned, I felt certain that people were criticising me and 

that I simply didn’t have what it took to be there.  
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I was singing the role of Fiordiligi in Cosi fan Tutte by Mozart. This role is not 

suitable for my voice and I knew that, so entered into the project with fear and trepidation. 

My previous ability to negotiate and “fake” my way through roles which were too demanding 

would no longer support me. I was 27 and could not wing my way through something as 

lengthy and exposed as this role. During the rehearsal period I noticed my voice diminishing 

in volume. The tone remained clear but became very restricted. A visit to the throat specialist 

confirmed that I had strained the strap muscles and sternocleidomastoids. This would now be 

known as a muscle tension type dysphonia. I was prescribed muscle relaxants and limped 

through the performances. This was a final wake-up call for me. I realised that unless I 

learned how to sing properly, I could lose my voice. Although professional offers continued 

in Germany, and in the midst of separating from my husband, I returned to Australia to re-

group. 

This was a dark, albeit short, period of my life when I faced for the first time the 

prospect of not making a living out of singing and perhaps of not singing at all. I managed to 

pick up a small amount of freelance work with Opera Australia and in concerts, but was 

basically unemployed. 

When voice teacher Janice Chapman visited Brisbane in 1992 I went to see her, in 

considerable vocal and psychological disarray. She was able to identify quickly the 

fundamental areas lacking in my technique such as breathing, support and freedom of 

articulators. For the first time in a few years, I was able to begin to make some free sounds. I 

felt instantly buoyed by that experience and arranged to study with her in London later that 

year. Janice, a singer who suffered a vocal crisis early in her career and spent many years 

after that re-building her voice and acquiring sound pedagogical knowledge, implicitly 

understood my state of mind and believed that the key to getting a singer feeling better lies in 

getting them singing better. 
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I spent three months in London where I worked twice weekly with Dinah Harris, a 

voice teacher specialising in Accent Method Breathing, had a weekly lesson with Janice 

Chapman and a weekly coaching with David Harper. I also received regular treatment from 

an osteopath named Jacob Lieberman who specialised in laryngeal manipulation to assist in 

releasing the recalcitrant tension, which had built up in my neck, throat and jaw through years 

of poor vocal function and emotional/psychological stress. Although the consolidation of this 

work did not really begin until I was back in Australia, I felt, for the first time, that I was 

being taught how to play my instrument and that I understood the process. There was a sense 

of elation and empowerment, accompanied by a terrible sense of grief at lost opportunities 

and time and money wasted; also for the psychological battering that the struggling singer 

endures when the teacher or vocal coach or conductor who cannot identify or assist in 

correcting their faults, affixes blame either tacitly or explicitly, onto the performer. On my 

return to Australia, I attended a series of courses run by voice teacher and researcher Jo Estill 

and later courses in voice science, some of which were facilitated by voice teacher Janice 

Chapman. I began to acquire a secure understanding of how the voice worked and I became 

eager to learn more.  

When I accepted some part-time teaching of voice at Queensland Conservatorium, 

Griffith University, Queensland University of Technology, and the University of Queensland, 

I knew there were still huge gaps in my understanding; however, I felt sufficiently equipped 

and experienced to begin some teaching. There was a strong sense of mourning which 

accompanied my move into teaching. Teaching singing had not been part of my ‘greater 

plan.’ A big part of my identity was changing and it took some years to feel comfortable with 

the notion of a dual career path. However, it became a type of mission to inform students in 

the way I had not been informed, in a bid to give them a better footing than the one I had.   
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Although there were regular opportunities for me to perform in concert and 

occasionally opera throughout Australia and New Zealand, the formation of chamber 

ensemble Southern Cross Soloists in 1995 afforded me the opportunity to enhance the profile 

of my professional singing whilst maintaining my teaching work. The dual career paths of 

teaching and performing have proved to be an enriching combination and self-generating 

process: Teaching informs my performance practice and vice versa. My growth as a 

professional singer, both technically and artistically, maintained through regular performance, 

tuition, coaching, and professional development, as well as the learning which one 

experiences through teaching, has brought me to a place where so many performer/teachers 

find themselves: wishing that they could now, as more knowledgeable, proficient, ‘together’ 

singers, be given those original opportunities over again, and resolved to apply that 

awareness to their teaching practices.  

 

1.3 Rationale for this thesis 

As I mark my twentieth year of full-time voice teaching at the tertiary level and my 

thirtieth year as a professional singer, I note that my life has led me back to the environment 

where I experienced some of my most joyous music making and formed some enduring 

partnerships. Perhaps I have retreated to the environment in which I felt safe, successful and 

approved of in earlier times. Remaining a performer as well as a teacher has allowed me to 

remain a student in many ways, and to continue to experience some of the joy I associate with 

my early years of singing. Only now it has the added dimensions of experience, knowledge, 

understanding, and love which I hope pervade this entire thesis.  

In my present professional environment I have ample opportunity for experiment and 

self-reflection. Stepping back, making notes and observing my own practice on video, as well 
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as talking to colleagues and students (see Appendices), key issues related to my dual identity 

come to the fore. This combined experience raises a number of important questions about the 

role tertiary voice teachers play in facilitating the multiple skilling of students for 

professional performing life; the role of performer knowledge and experience in shaping the 

pedagogical approach, as well as the impact of performer identity–both positive and 

negative–on one-to-one learning and institutional profiling. That is the topic of this thesis. 

* 
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Chapter Two: Research Questions, Approach and Aims 

2.1. Research questions 

On the basis of the issues raised in the previous chapter and my experience as a professional 

performer/teacher, I seek to address the following central question:  

What is the nature and the role of the performer-teacher in facilitating student 

learning, and how does this identity impact on practice and student experience with 

tertiary level voice teachers in Australia who are or have been active performers?   

 

This leads to three sub questions: 

 What specific skills and knowledge are made available to the student by 

teachers who are also professional performers?  

 How does the experience and identity of the performer inspire or dictate the 

nature and emphasis of the pedagogical approach?  

 What are the pedagogical and institutional implications–both negative and 

positive–for the performing artist as ‘untrained’ teacher?  

 

In the context of this thesis, I have adopted Peeler’s simple but clear description of the 

performer/teacher as a working definition: 

A singer with advanced voice training and experience who has at some point made all 

or part of his living singing professionally or semi-professionally, but who earns the 

major part of his living teaching singing and voice related courses in one of the 

thousands of public and private academic or independent studio settings across the 

nation. (Peeler, 2009, p.157) 

 



13 
 

2.2. Methodology 

I have used a fairly straightforward, five-stage methodology, largely based on well-

established ethnographic research methods to address the questions above, with each stage 

informing the next:  

1. Auto-ethnography. Reflection on my own life and practice as described in the 

previous chapter helped me identify the overall topic and formulate general questions; 

2. Literature review. Consulting a range of scholarly works, as detailed in the next 

chapter, assisted in the further formulation of research questions, the fine-tuning of 

questions for interviews, as well as analysis of observations; 

3. Interviews. My twelve interviews with leading Australian tertiary classical voice 

teachers provided me with the core data for this research through their generous and 

insightful responses to the line of questioning I had developed; 

4. Group interviews. Tertiary level classical voice students at Queensland 

Conservatorium kindly agreed to participate in group interviews to gauge the 

perceptions and ascertain the impact of working with a performer/teacher; and 

5. Analysis. The final task was to bring together the data from the various sources 

and try to summarize key findings in a table outlining the potential impact of 

performer/teachers on the student learning experience. 

In the following pages, I will briefly outline each of these stages. 

 

2.3. Auto-ethnography 

The dearth of literature relating to performers as classical voice teachers led me to 

first embark on an auto-ethnographic study to sketch the contours of my topic and research 

questions. The auto-ethnography conducted for this study comprised three elements: a 
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narrative essay (Chapter One); diarised reflections on my teaching (Appendix 2); 

observations and reflections on video footage of my teaching (Appendix 4). I define auto-

ethnography in this context as “an autobiographical genre of writing and research that 

displays multiple layers of consciousness, connecting the personal to the culture” (Ellis and 

Bochner, 1999, p. 739). 

The first stage of my auto ethnography was a personal essay detailing my early 

childhood experiences, role models, educational experience, formative professional 

experiences and pivotal events which served to shape my professional pathway. The personal 

nature of ethnography appealed to me in this context as “the researcher’s personal experience 

becomes important primarily in how it illuminates the culture under study” (Ellis and 

Bochner, 1999, p. 740).  This narrative was a way of articulating my journey as a singer, from 

early beginnings to the present day. I believe my experiences, struggles and successes are 

commonplace amongst professional singers, though not routinely documented.  “The work of 

self-narration is to produce this sense of continuity: to make a life that sometimes seems to be 

falling apart come together again, by retelling and re-storying the events of one’s life” (Ellis 

and Bochner, p. 746).  

In the case of my own story telling, this process was necessary for me to fully account 

and reflect on all of the experiences and influences which have played a role in determining 

the nature of my work today both as teacher and performer. In establishing my profile and my 

characteristics as a pedagogue and performing artist, I am able to locate myself within the 

context of my own research activity. Goodall (2000, pp. 45-82) refers to this construction of 

character within narrative as “strategically deployed self.  The personality of this character 

acquires shape, force, and meaning through representations of questions and concerns, 

actions and passions, personal and professional life” (p. 68). Out of this narrative, as outlined 
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in my research questions, emerged my critical rationale for teaching and the emphasis that I 

place on specific aspects of my artistic and pedagogical practice.  

The second element that informed my auto ethnography was a teaching diary in which 

I recorded my thoughts about each lesson given over a two-week period. These personal 

reflections allowed me to examine the unique approach adopted for each individual lesson.  

The holistic nature of my teaching emerged as central to this process. The variety of 

pedagogical tools employed served to highlight the numerous ways in which students respond 

to the learning process. Also included were my personal responses to each lesson: my 

perceptions of the nature of the interaction between the student and myself; my persona and 

the way in which it altered according to the individual; whether I perceived the lesson to have 

been successful or not and how I might measure that success. I also identified instances in 

which their challenges as singers and performers resonated with my own struggles both past 

and current (see Appendix 4).  

This led to a number of significant observations such as those contained in the 

following extract, which deeply informed my study: 

In Jonathan’s lesson today, we discussed the confidence and assurance, which 

develops in performance when one experiences the right type of ‘control’ over one’s 

technique and how liberating that is. Jonathan appears unfocused and impatient at 

repetition and consolidation of basic technical skills. He clutches at technical ‘fixes’ 

instead of addressing fundamental principles. However, when he hears and feels an 

improved sound it excites him. Having sung with acute tension and poor technique 

myself, I feel confident in knowing how things should feel when they are free and in 

communicating that sensation to him sometimes verbally, sometimes kinaesthetically. 

(M. Schindler, unpublished teaching diary) 
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Miller (1996, p. 29) concurs with this reflection, believing that performers who have 

struggled to overcome technical difficulties of their own make for more effective teachers 

than those with relatively problem-free voices. “A person who uses the singing voice well 

most often has arrived at technical security by having been able to identify his or her own 

problems and has come to an understanding as to how those problems were eliminated.” 

Another extract from the teaching diary highlights the challenge in communicating 

kinaesthetically, those concepts which form part of the singer’s instinct. 

Today, James and I worked to overcome lots of constriction and tongue root tension 

issues. James concentrates very hard and applies himself but is not an instinctive 

singer or a stage animal. Therefore, the language or implicit understanding, which I 

would experience in a student who is a natural performer, is not there. I find myself 

trying to ‘describe’ or ‘model’ the organic sense, which one feels when a piece of 

music and a character have been assimilated into one’s body and mind. I have to 

demonstrate a lot in terms of phrasing, gesture and physical engagement. His 

extensive choral experience has ‘neutered’ his singing and he is discovering the 

personal challenge of being himself, which he admits he finds extremely difficult. (M. 

Schindler, unpublished teaching diary) 

McCarthy (in Chapman 2006, p. 176) refers to this pedagogical approach as the H-factor 

where the teacher must utilise “self as tool.” The teacher’s entire being serves as a model for 

the student. This concept features prominently in my study. Other themes to emerge through 

diary analysis informed the shape of my research as a whole and yielded several related areas 

of investigation, including the differentiation between education and training; the use of 

teaching tools such as modelling and imitation; as well as the multiple intelligences 

represented in student and teacher roles evidenced in both the explicit and the tacit exchange. 
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The third stage of my auto-ethnographic study was to video my teaching.  I videoed a 

representative fortnight of teaching featuring students of varying ages, across a range of year 

levels. The videos illuminated key aspects of my own teaching and performance persona 

including the ways in which I utilised persona to vary the dynamics of the one-to-one 

learning and teaching environment as well as customise lesson content and delivery 

according to individual student needs and personal characteristics. 

I witnessed for the first time, the way in which I had constructed a professional 

persona as a type of amalgamation of former teachers, conductors, coaches, colleagues, 

mentors, rivals and observed attributes in my teaching persona which were not characteristic 

of my performance persona. These findings will be discussed in greater detail in chapters four 

and five together with observations regarding teaching persona, performance persona and 

their interface with professional identity. The link between persona and psychological armour 

also emerges as significant to findings regarding performer knowledge and identity.   

 

2.4. Literature review 

This section entails an overview of voice literature relevant to my topic, and seeks to place 

this study within the context of these works. Although many resources are written as 

comprehensive references, it is possible to categorize the literature in the following way for 

the purpose of this study, ranging from hard medical facts to impressions of great singers’ 

lives: 

1. Voice Medicine and voice care 

2. Voice Science 

3. Voice and complementary disciplines 

4. Biographies and Interviews with famous singers 
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5. Vocal Pedagogy 

6. Artist as Teacher 

Findings in each of these areas also served to underpin the findings detailed in later chapters 

of this study and are referred back to throughout this dissertation.  

 

2.5. Interviews and focus groups 

Examining the many factors which form the identity of an individual teacher and their 

pedagogical approach, perhaps the most significant component of my data generation was 

interviews with leading vocal pedagogues and tertiary voice students. I interviewed ten 

Australian tertiary voice teachers and two international voice teachers. Member checking 

took place throughout the data collection process. Teachers were selected with a view to 

gaining a balanced representation of performing and teaching elements within their individual 

professional profiles. I also sought to give voice to teachers engaged in tertiary environments 

throughout Australia, from Western Australia to New South Wales. The profiles of these 

teachers are detailed in Appendix C: Biographies of Interviewees.  

I conducted semi-structured interviews as a means of maintaining an unrestricted 

conversational style whilst being able to focus the discussion on key research questions or 

themes. Krale and Steiner (1996, p. 126) describe the semi-structured or open interview as a 

form “where specific themes are in focus but without a pre-determined sequence and 

formulation of questions.” The interviews were videoed to enrich the “process” of the 

interview described by Bartleet (2006b, p. 3) as “reading between the lines of what the 

interviewee says,” affording an opportunity to extract those key elements of the exchange 

which occur tacitly or through low-verbal communication. “Hence, the interview is a 

“holistic” research method: all the pieces of data from the interviewee provide the researcher 
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with a “bigger picture”, which transcends any one single fragment of data” (Bartleet, 2006b, 

p.1). 

The interviews ranged from 40 to 60 minutes duration, and were structured around set 

questions, although the semi-structured nature of the exchange meant that these questions 

were not addressed in any specific order; rather they became areas of focus which emerged 

throughout the interview and were contextualised within the conversation. 

In addition to teacher interviews, group interviews of students of the Queensland 

Conservatorium Griffith University were conducted. These interviews were led in my 

absence by a colleague to reduce bias in their answers, and the questions were formulated to 

examine student perceptions of studying with a performer/teacher. Students were asked to 

articulate what they understood of their teacher’s professional identity and then to reflect on 

the positive and negative aspects of learning singing with an active performer. Ethical 

clearance for the interviews, focus groups and recorded lessons was granted by Griffith 

University under QCM/25/06/HREC (see Appendix 1 for the Informed Consent Form). 

 

2.6 Analysis and outcomes 

The four elements described above yielded rich data. Next, these were coded and 

processed, leading to descriptions of a range of perceptions on each of the issues raised, and 

the identification of four major domains influenced by performer/teachers, which yielded 

Chapters Four to Seven: performer knowledge; performer identity and persona; the influence 

of performing experience on pedagogy; and implications for tertiary music institutions.  

These domains enabled an assessment of prevalent approaches as well as implications 

for vocal pedagogy and the role of performer/teachers within the tertiary environment as a 
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whole, leading to a succinct summary of the main forces that impact on the pedagogical 

realities of the performer/teacher. 
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Chapter Three: Voice and Vocal Pedagogy 

3.1. Introduction 

Literature on classical voice and vocal pedagogy comprises a substantial body of work, much 

of which has been written in the past thirty years. However, the earliest texts are written in 

the nineteenth century, and some even before that. Increasingly, vocal literature incorporates 

a strong interdisciplinary emphasis to encompass medicine, science, and related disciplines 

and therapies as well as performance craft.  As identified in the opening chapter, the role of 

the performer/teacher in student learning is yet to be widely represented within existing 

literature on classical voice and vocal pedagogy, just as the role of voice teaching remains 

underexposed in studies on one-to-one teaching, which tend to focus on instrumental music.  

As outlined in the methodology chapter, I have categorized the literature ranging from 

hard medical facts to impressions of great singers’ lives: Voice Medicine and voice care; 

Voice Science; Voice and complementary disciplines; Biographies and Interviews with 

famous singers; Vocal Pedagogy; and Artist as Teacher. Below, I will briefly discuss each of 

these categories of literature and their respective relevance to the research. This overview is 

intended to provide a general introduction to voice literature pertaining to the topic of my 

thesis: other sources are referenced more specifically in the thematic Chapters Four to Seven. 

 

3.2. Voice medicine and voice care 

Literature about the voice includes references for speech pathology, 

otorhinolaryngology, and respiratory medicine. These references include the diagnosis and 

treatment of speech disorders and vocal pathologies including surgery, voice rehabilitation 

following such disorders as stroke, vocal fold trauma, or surgery on the vocal tract, airway 
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management during general anaesthesia, the impact of medications including hormones on 

the voice, and others. Some examples of well recognised resources in this area are: 

Professional Voice: The Science and Art of Clinical Care by Robert Sataloff (1991), and its 

companion Vocal Health and Pedagogy (1998), Vocal Arts Medicine: The Care and 

Prevention of Professional Voice Disorders by Benninger, M.S., Jacobson, B.H. and 

Johnson, A.F. (1994), Care of the Professional Voice by D. Garfield Davies and Anthony F. 

Jahn (1998), The Performer’s Voice by Michael S. Benninger and Thomas Murry (2006).   

Physiological and anatomical illustrations are often more detailed and accurate in 

these sources than those which appear in some vocal pedagogy references. These resources 

have served to enhance cooperation and understanding between voice specialists in the 

medical profession as well as voice teachers and singers. They also provide a valuable 

reference for voice professionals treating performers as well as performers themselves. 

Further, they may be utilised in the teaching of vocal pedagogy and in speech pathology 

courses, providing medical information about diagnosis and treatment of common medical 

issues affecting voice users. Behlau and Oliviera (2009) highlight the importance of vocal 

hygiene education in the training of professional voice to understand the impact of vocally 

abusive habits such as throat clearing, poor hydration, lifestyle considerations including 

speaking or singing in noisy environments and medication on the human voice. For the 

purpose of my research, this category of literature was not of great relevance to my 

immediate area of investigation. However, it represents a body of literature which 

performer/teachers routinely source to enhance their knowledge base and appropriate use of 

language in communicating pedagogical concepts. David (2008), concurs, “Improved 

technology as given therapists and laryngologists better tools for evaluation and 

quantification of voice problems and treatments and has allowed voice science to learn more 

about the structure and capabilities of the human voice. Many of those tools are inappropriate 
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for the voice studio, but teachers and singers can benefit from information gained from their 

use” (p. ix). 

 

3.3. Voice science 

This term is generally applied to the specific references which address areas of acoustics and 

physics of sound, vocal fold vibration and phonation, and resonance. Spectral analysis of the 

singing voice is not a new tool in the teaching studio and is routinely included in mainstream 

vocal pedagogy practice as a means of diagnosing imbalances in vocal production and 

resonance. Core pedagogical references routinely include chapters illustrating spectral 

analysis and its application in the teaching studio. These sources include The Structure of 

Singing, (Miller, 1986), The Functional Unity of the Singing Voice by Barbara Dosher 

(1994), and a book which paved the way for much of this information: Singing: The 

Mechanism and the Technic by William Vennard (1967). Johann Sundberg’s book The 

Science of Singing (1987) emerged as a new and exciting resource in numerically describing 

the way in which the singing voice might be measured and evaluated in terms of its acoustic 

properties. This literature has also served to provide scientific explanations for terms often 

used by voice teachers such as ‘the ring of the voice’.  

Studies in respiratory function in speech and singing led by Thomas Hixon (1991) 

produced significant findings regarding the biomechanics of respiration in speech and 

singing, including respiratory phase transitions in opera singers, as well as comparisons 

between what opera singers perceived to be happening during inspiration and expiration and 

the adjustments which were actually occurring (p. 112). Many sources within this category of 

literature are not targeted specifically at voice teachers, and therefore do not necessarily 

provide a direct means of application for the vocal pedagogue. The reader is obliged to 
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integrate this knowledge within the scope of his or her own understanding, often with mixed 

results. “Can teachers ever be more than dabblers in science who, because of their less 

sophisticated understanding of the principles involved, risk making naive errors in their 

tentative hypotheses?”(Bozeman, 2007)  In an article discussing the role of voice science in 

vocal pedagogy, he makes reference to a growing shift of emphasis in tertiary pedagogy 

programs. “University faculty are increasingly renaming and adjusting voice pedagogy 

courses to be courses in voice science and pedagogy ” whilst calling for greater collaboration 

between “excellent teachers and excellent voice scientists” (ibid, p. 265) in order to “fulfil 

that which motivates both communities: our mutual love of beautiful, liberated singing.”. 

Ingo Titze (2008), encourages voice teachers to accept that “discovery is often incremental 

and never complete” (p. 593), and to follow those such as the late Oren Brown, who “still 

question and alter their views on teaching well into their nineties” (p. 593). 

Some voice teachers such as Jean Callaghan (2005) have provided valuable ‘bridging’ 

by circumscribing an approach to singing teaching, which incorporates appropriate awareness 

and understanding of voice science. Scott McCoy (2004) sought to enhance understanding of 

vocal mechanics and pedagogy with an innovative multimedia product allowing readers to 

utilise an interactive computer program to identify voice qualities, properties of sound and 

anatomical structures using audio, video and high resolution photography. These 

developments offer voice teachers valuable opportunities to further expand their knowledge 

and often enhance pedagogical strategies in providing a scientific explanation for formerly 

empirical knowledge. 

Meribeth Bunch produced a ‘dummies’ version of her important work, Dynamics of 

the Singing Voice (1982) to assist voice teachers seeking to utilise voice science but lacking 

the appropriate background to fully comprehend its application. Later she produced The 

Singing Book (2004), an anthology of approximately sixty songs, bookended by chapters 
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comprising warm ups, practice strategies as well as vocal anatomy and mechanics: a guide 

which “gives the singer a chance to explore his or her own voice first without too many 

intellectual restrictions.” (ix).  Ingo Titze (2008), celebrates the “well-crafted union of art and 

science over recent decades” (p. 593) which has made it possible to validate in science, 

aspects of the teachings of renowned vocal pedagogues such as Manuel Garcia and famous 

singers who became effective teachers later in their careers however he qualifies these 

developments, “It is the careful digging out gold nuggets from an abundance of incorrect 

information (based on today’s knowledge of the human voice) that brings about the greatest 

new pedagogic insights” (ibid, p. 593). 

Jean Arbitol (2006) combines voice science with aspects of philosophy and history in 

examining the evolution of the human voice; the complex neurological, psychological and 

biological processes which determine its individual characteristics, an area also extensively 

explored by Leon Thurman (2000). This scope of voice literature provides an important 

foundation for voice teachers aiming to grasp first principles in a challenge to empirical 

teaching styles. This area is not directly related to how performers teach however the 

literature on voice science makes a significant contribution to vocal pedagogy as well as 

enhanced understanding of vocal function in performance.  Elements of voice science 

increasingly provide the keys to unlocking aspects of biological and neurological function in 

both learning and performing, which are of growing relevance to voice teachers and singers. 

 

3.4. Voice and complementary disciplines 

Professional voice associations have long recognised the interaction between voice 

and allied disciplines and therapies as an important role in encouraging a holistic approach to 

singing. In this category of literature, the interface of voice with that of complementary 
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disciplines such as Alexander Technique, Feldenkrais, Eurythmics, Body Mapping, 

Movement, Acting and others is explored. Core references include Indirect Procedures: A 

musician’s guide to the Alexander Technique by Pedro de Alcantara (1997), What every 

musician needs to know about the body (Conable, 1998), Expressive singing: Dalcroze 

Eurhythmics for voice (Timothy Caldwell, 1995) and Singing with your Whole Self: The 

Feldenkreis Method and Voice (S. Nelson and Blades-Zeller, E., 2002) The large body of 

literature which comprises this category is testament to the benefits of complementary 

disciplines to physical/vocal function, performance and communication and their contribution 

to a comprehensive physiological and psychological context in which to frame vocal 

pedagogy.   

Blades-Zeller (2002) recognises these areas as serving to ‘round out’ performing 

education in a bid for the singer to become, “as complete an artist, musician, and performer 

as possible.” (p.157) In this important reference, a majority of leading American vocal 

pedagogues cite the Alexander Technique and Feldenkrais method as something they 

regarded as fundamental to voice teaching and to performer training. This view is supported 

by Jane Heirich (2005) whose book Voice and the Alexander Technique explores in detail the 

nexus of the Italian bel canto tradition with “the freeing up of sound production and 

movement” learned through the Alexander technique (p. xvi). However, Berton Coffin (1989) 

dismisses the relevance of the Alexander Technique for singers because the postures of 

speech and of singing are different because of “pitch height” (p. xi). Barbara Conable (2009) 

suggests that classical singers are “awash in technique” (p. vii), and that “faulty movement, 

tense movement or movement done without awareness” is more often the critical factor 

inhibiting a singer’s vocal development. Body Mapping is taught as a means of improving 

kinaesthetic awareness thereby facilitating freer, more efficient singing and artistic 

expression.  
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Seidman in Benninger and Murry (2006), includes Homeopathy, Hypnotherapy, 

Massage Therapy, Neuromuscular therapy, Chiropractic and Acupuncture in examples of 

what he terms ‘complementary and alternative medications and techniques’. Seidman notes 

that singers, amateur, semi-professional and professional are more likely to utilise these 

therapies than the average population. “Singers tend to be highly conscious of their bodies 

and frequently turn to CIM (complementary and integrative medicine, sic) to optimize their 

health. (Surow and Lovetri, Seidman, in Benninger, Murry p. 163).” Additionally, some of 

the references detailing concepts of persona (Schnass, in Bybee, A. & Ford. J. (eds) (2002) 

have proved particularly beneficial.  

Accent Method Breathing a therapy for voice disordered patients devised by Smith in 

the 1930s, (Chapman, 2012), has grown in the scope of its application over the past twenty 

years and is utilised by speech pathologists, singers and teachers of voice mainly in Europe 

and throughout the United Kingdom who recognise its “efficacy for training the dual 

functions of breathing and support in singers” (p. 50), by “achieving the best possible 

coordination between breathing, voice, articulation, body movement and language for each 

individual” (Thyme-Frøkjaer & Frøkjaer-Jensen, 2001, p. 7). A comprehensive study by 

Morris (2012) evaluates the effects of Accent Method instruction on a group of first and 

second year classical voice students at the Guildhall School of Music and Drama, finding 

“significant improvement in both the pitch and dynamic range” (p. 207) of 29 test subjects 

conducted over a 10 week course of intervention. A pilot study conducted at Queensland 

Conservatorium, Griffith University in 2005 led to the incorporation of Accent Method 

Breathing into the course curriculum for first year students of voice as testament to its 

efficacy in the strengthening of abdomino-diaphragmatic breathing in supported singing and 

enhancing vocal freedom and function.  

 



28 
 

3.5. Biographies and interviews with famous singers and vocal pedagogues 

An initial investigation of biographies and autobiographies of renowned singers such 

as Renee Fleming (Fleming, 2004), Dame Joan Sutherland (Sutherland, 1997), and Maria 

Callas (Edwards, 2001), as well as interviews with famous opera singers (Matheopoulos 

1991), has yielded little in terms of profiling teachers as performers. Interviews with 

professional singers appear routinely in periodicals and popular press. In these instances the 

pedagogical style of a voice teacher, is sometimes mentioned in passing, however the identity 

of the teacher is rarely articulated.  

These books provide a glimpse of the lifestyle and career paths of eminent singers. 

They contain interesting stories about conductors, producers, colleagues, career opportunities 

and so on. However, of those singers who identify their teacher as having had a performance 

career, there is scant reflection on the direct contribution this profile may have made on a 

range of issues relating to performance craft. These findings concur with those of Janet Mills 

(2004b) whose research into the teaching of famous instrumental soloists also failed to 

uncover valuable pedagogical insight into the teaching of such renowned performers. “When 

reading of Menuhin’s first teacher, we learn not how he taught, or how his gifted young 

student learnt from him, but of the insalubrious conditions in which he worked. The role of 

these accounts is perhaps to entertain, rather than to inform” (p. 246).  

The review of this category of literature to date has yielded some valuable sources 

regarding the pedagogical lineage of singers and their individual approaches to aspects of 

singing and performance craft. Soprano Margaret Harshaw (1996) details the technical 

approach of her voice teacher Anna Schone Rene (a pupil of Pauline Viardot) although not 

the latter’s profile. “That is my tradition -the historic Garcia-Viardot method -and it is what I 

still teach,” Harshaw states. “I worked my entire life on what I learned from Schoen-Rene. I 

probably would not be able to teach today if I had not gone to her” (p. 26). 
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One of the most widely read books containing interviews with famous opera singers is 

Great Singers on Great Singing, by Jerome Hines (1985). Hines (himself an experienced 

opera singer of considerable renown), questions approximately forty prominent opera singers 

on their individual concepts of vocal technique and approach to performance craft, resulting 

in a uniquely rich, diverse volume of reflections from a generation of important singers. 

Great Singers on the Art of Singing (Brower and Cooke, 1920) and Diva 

(Matheopoulos, 1991) examine areas such as vocal practice, role learning, and preservation 

of the voice, from the perspective of the performer. Most of the singers interviewed in this 

book demonstrate an instinctive approach to their craft often displaying ignorance or 

disregard for the physiological workings of their instrument, “There is a lot of hoohah goes 

on about it and one hears singers refer to ‘the muscles of the throat’. I say that if I feel 

anything in my throat, it means I’m singing badly-either holding back or forcing the sound, or 

having something wrong with me” (Dame Joan Sutherland in Matheopoulos, 1991, p. 195). 

This type of comment maintained within an institutional setting creates problems for 

voice faculties who employ famous singers. Who could possibly challenge a great vocal 

technician like Sutherland? Her comments typify the feedback often given to students in 

masterclass situations. Miller (1996) suggests that performers who want to teach should take 

the time to acquire an appropriate understanding of their instrument which “goes beyond their 

own personal performance acumen” (p. 35). Furthermore, “if the teacher is an over-the-hill 

opera divo or diva, the student may pick up some tendencies it might be better not to have 

picked up” (Miller, in Blades-Zeller, 2004, p. 219). Booth (2009) maintains, “Most 

performing artists fall back on the same well-intentioned, but not-very-informed, educational 

practices that were visited upon them” (p. 105). Titze (2008) notes that “a number of voice 

pedagogues, eager at first to embrace some scientific concepts in their teaching, are reverting 

to the “tried and true” methods of old” (p. 593). 
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In Blades-Zeller (2002), several eminent American voice teachers cite performance 

practice as essential to staying current in their field. The author believes (2002) “a 

performance background is essential to teaching excellence as without that first-hand 

knowledge and empathy, a teacher cannot truly identify and convey relevant information and 

insights to the student (p. 231).  However, she concedes that “Not every great singer is 

necessarily a great voice teacher; such experience provides no guarantee for knowing (or 

caring) how to teach.” (p. 231).  Margaret Harshaw ranks performance pedigree as the 

primary criterion in teacher credibility. “Remember the three Ws in choosing a singing 

teacher. What did he sing? Where? With whom? Get the right answers on those questions and 

you may have found your teacher” (Harshaw in Van Sant, 1996).  Swank states, “It’s 

important for a teacher to have sung or be a singer because you’ve got to try out things. They 

have to work for you if you’re going to be able to teach them to somebody else”  (2002, p. 

197). 

 

3.6. Vocal pedagogy 

This category comprises the extensive literature on the teaching of singing. 

Traditionally, these sources follow a prescriptive format on the function of the vocal 

mechanism and principles of voice production: postural alignment, breathing and support, 

anatomy and physiology of the voice and respiratory system, phonation, articulation, 

resonance, and registration. Often there is a concluding chapter on the art of performance or 

the holistic nature of singing. Recent pedagogical literature has seen the integration of the 

interdisciplinary aspects of voice into resources which reflect the effective application of 

voice science, physiology and neurological/psychological elements for teachers of singing 
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and performers, most of whom come not from a scientific or medical background, but from a 

musical and performance- based background.  

Leon Thurman’s work Body, Mind and Voice (2000) is one such example as well as 

Singing and Teaching Singing-A holistic approach to classical voice (Chapman, 2006) who 

claims, “Just as medicine has developed by integrating understanding and concepts from the 

voice studio, voice pedagogy has advanced by incorporating medical facts, scientific 

methodologies and analytical rigor into traditional studio approaches,” (Rubin in Chapman, 

2006 p. vii). The Diagnosis and Correction of Vocal Faults (McKinney, 1994) is a 

comprehensive reference aimed at voice practitioners and choral directors which 

circumscribes an approach to the diagnosis and treatment of vocal faults, calling for voice 

teachers to have three main skill bases: “1. Comprehensive knowledge of the vocal 

mechanism and how it works; 2. Ability to express yourself in terms the student can 

understand; and 3. Some of the skills of a master psychologist and to model their diagnostic 

skills on that of the medical practitioner” (p. 14). 

Early pedagogical writings are often highly prescriptive in nature, sometimes with the 

confessional tone of the agony aunt. Tetrazzini (1909) writes, “For the benefit of those 

numerous correspondents who have expressed in me a desire that I should help all interested 

in training their voices, especially in their attempts to climb the difficult ladder of successful 

singing in public, I have consented to publish the following hints, and I hope sincerely they 

will be useful to all who read them” (p. 10). Opinions differ as to whether these writings are 

worthy of consideration in the light of contemporary understanding. Voice teacher Richard 

Miller (2004) defends the integrity of Marchesi’s 18th century document Bel Canto. 

“Marchesi employs language that is as precise as that of contemporary voice researchers 

whose findings appear in current professional journals” (p. 223). Herbert-Cesari (1958) 

refutes this statement by maintaining that teachers of the early Italian school had “only a 
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passing acquaintance with the physiology of the voice” (p. 92). Ingo Titze (2008) maintains 

that the writings of Garcia “should be required reading for every budding vocologist” (p. 

593), but qualifies this statement, suggesting there are “golden nuggets” within “an 

abundance of incorrect information” (p. 593). James Stark (2008) insists that Manuel Garcia 

“borrowed from science” (p. 7) and assured those who utilised his teaching methods that 

“these few terms will easily become familiar to them and cannot be the occasion of a real 

difficulty” (Garcia, in Stark 1999). 

In terms of my own research into performer/teachers this particular band of literature 

provided strong models of performer/teachers in addition to profiling those teaching masters 

who were not themselves performers, eg Francesco Lamperti and Giovanni Battista Lamperti. 

Lilli Lehmann was a huge operatic star who had been performing for thirty-four years at the 

time of publication of her book How to Sing (1909). “Lehmann wrote as a performer to bring 

to others what she had learned during her career” (Coffin, 1989, p. 113). Her book is a fine 

example of empirical knowledge and performer knowledge on topics ranging from vocal 

physiology and technique, to warnings about “pitfalls” of the professional musical world, eg 

how to negotiate contracts, deal with cantankerous conductors and fluctuating weather 

conditions and so forth. Unfortunately, Ms Lehmann makes no reference to her own 

experience as a learner. The tone of the book is imperious, confirming Herbert-Cesari’s belief 

(1958) that pedagogy from this period “is merely the transference of thoughts, principles and 

precepts from one mind to another ultimately to find lodgement and consolidation within the 

latter’s mind and vocal organs” (p. 84). 

It is apparent from much of the literature that many authors have a recognised profile 

as a performer/teacher, yet little or no specific reference is made to the influence or agency 

which that role has in teaching and learning in particular the tacit elements of neither the 

exchange nor the modelling which is inherent in this specific profile. Richard Miller devotes 
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one short essay in his book On the Art of Singing (1996) to the performer/teacher as a 

growing pedagogical profile in America and discusses the heightened musical, linguistic and 

stylistic parameters which the performer/teacher brings to the student learning experience. 

However he qualifies this statement later (2008), “Inasmuch as personal discovery is not 

without difficulty transferable to another individual, the communication of technical precepts 

has to be something more than subjective and descriptive” (p. 178).   

Cornelius Reed (1975) enjoyed an illustrious performance career and brings a 

performer’s understanding of the need for sound technique to his writing, although he refrains 

from referring directly to his own performance experience. Later (2002) he paints a scathing 

picture of his early experiences as a learner where the “sadistic” pedagogical style of his 

voice teacher resulted in “the destruction of my voice and my psyche” (p. 311). This fuelled 

his desire to search for “better answers regarding vocal instruction, convinced that if I could 

provide those answers, there would no longer be any need for talented students to fall by the 

wayside because of an inept vocal pedagogy” (p. 312). 

Furthermore, Miller (2004) responds to questions from voice teachers on a range of 

issues including technique, vocal hygiene, and performance preparation. His responses reflect 

the first-hand knowledge of the experienced performer although this perspective is never 

formally referred to. The performer/teacher assumes the role of ghost-writer in these works, a 

presence which shapes and influences pedagogical emphasis and the general thrust of the 

writing, but which is not specifically identified. Performer-knowledge is presented in a 

number of vocal pedagogical resources which could be viewed as ‘active’ literature, where 

practical skills and learning strategies are presented for use by teachers of voice, providing 

instructions for character building, program structuring, performance etiquette, and the 

psychology of performance. One such example is that of Wall and Caldwell (2001) who 

provide detailed guidance regarding choice of venue, concert attire, what to eat on the day of 
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a performance, how to acknowledge applause, how to enter a mental state which enhances 

successful performance, how to wind down after a performance, how to deal with unforeseen 

circumstances and other considerations. 

 Of great benefit to my research were references to the teaching and learning 

“partnership” contained in Chapman’s book (2006) and the various ‘roles’ which the singer 

and the teacher assume either explicitly or tacitly in the teaching and learning process. This 

relationship is explored further by Helena Gaunt (2011) in a study which examines student 

teacher perceptions of one-to-one learning. Through a process of interviews, Gaunt uncovers 

the challenges faced in creating the intimacy of the one-to-one setting with the need for 

personal boundaries as well as the balance between apprenticeship style instruction with 

fostering the student’s individual autonomy as a musician (p. 165). Eustis (2013) coalesces 

on the theme of misplaced roles in the teaching studio such as those of parent and friend 

instead suggesting that the teacher assume the roles of “technical, musical and artistic guide, 

career advisor and advocate” (p. 61). Early pedagogical writings suggest that pedagogues 

should be “artists of refinement with the highest ideals, with a deep interest in the student and 

servant, an unerring diagnostician and a natural psychologist” (Gigli in Herbert-Cesari, 1958, 

p. 83). Of the five areas explored, this category (vocal pedagogy) is the most relevant to my 

research and will be explored further over the next few pages. 

Richard Miller (1996, p. 28) states that the growing number of performer/teachers in 

America has improved the overall standard and national reputation for singing. He suggests 

that the process of performing and teaching requires the teacher to keep a “better check on his 

own singing; the teacher/performer concurrently teaches both himself and others”. His 

argument is based on a belief that those teachers who, as performers, have worked through 

technical difficulties and overcome them through appropriate acquisition and understanding 
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of technique and vocal mechanics are able to utilise three teaching principles he calls ‘self-

teaching’ principles: 

 They can hear differences between differently produced sounds; 

 They can feel the differences in sensations that result from variously produced 

sounds; 

 They can see the physical results of varying technical manoeuvres (Miller, 1996, 

p. 29). 

Booth (2009) suggests that not only is the standard of teaching enhanced by the 

activity of performer teachers, “teaching artist skills make you a better artist. An improving 

music teaching artist is an improving musician” (p. 7). McCracken (in Daichendt, 2009) 

maintains that artists who have struggled through and overcome various obstacles are better 

placed “to provide encouragement, challenges, and questions to facilitate young artists 

through similar situations” (p. 65). Previously, Miller (1984, p. 42) cautioned institutions 

against the appointments of big name singers saying, “It would be detrimental to the teaching 

profession if great performing ability were to be mistaken for great ability in teaching.” 

His findings concur with that of Roland Persson (1994, p.89) whose study of a 

number of performance teachers at a renowned British music institution concluded that the 

lack of formal teacher training amongst performance staff disadvantaged and potentially 

damaged the student to such a degree that the student would be better served learning from “a 

gifted pedagogue than a musical maestro”, a view supported by Watkins and Scott (2012), 

“One of the biggest surprises to most musicians venturing into the world of teaching is the 

discovery that having performance expertise will not give them everything they need to 

become good teachers. Like music, teaching is an art that requires skill acquisition, 

development and expertise” (p. 89). 
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Although this research does not aim to fuel the ongoing debate concerning the 

efficacy of performer/teachers as opposed to non-performer/teachers, the evaluation of the 

contribution and influence both negative and positive of the performer/teacher stimulates 

more profound discussions of pedagogical emphasis.  

Literature reviewed to date has unearthed few resources containing specific references 

to the teaching of classical voice at tertiary level by performers. Stanberg and Bennett (2006, 

p. 1) refer to the growth in the number of performers seeking to broaden their professional 

profile through teaching as a significant shift in identity profiles. Miller (1996) suggests that 

the seasonal nature of employment for singers in America has led to an increased number of 

vocal pedagogues who concurrently pursue joint career paths. Prior to this change in teacher 

identity, the traditional path was for performers to maintain a career, retire from the stage, 

and then teach (p. 28). Callaghan (2000) provides a succinct summary of the rationale for this 

common career trajectory. “First, performing is valued above teaching; second, teachers feel 

an obligation to have experienced the demands of performance and to have a wide knowledge 

of music, of vocal repertoire and of the languages used in standard repertoire before 

embarking on a teaching career, and third, many retired singers are still eager to work and 

naturally turn to teaching as a way of using their professional skills and continuing to 

contribute to the world of singing” (p. 112). Renowned cellist and teacher Janos Starker 

(1992, p. 72) insists that economic reasons are rarely the driving force for artists seeking 

engagement as teachers, rather “the real motivating force is more apt to be dedication to the 

belief that one’s principles are worthy of continuity via teaching”. 

Brenda Jo Smith (2004-2005, p. 4) identifies the similarities between the roles of 

performer and that of teacher in the one-to-one tertiary setting. She evaluates the contribution 

which performer/teachers make to institutional culture, and also identifies the demands of the 
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performer/teacher in maintaining a meaningful and productive performance career with the 

demands of teaching and academic responsibilities. She finds that:  

Artists generally gather their powers for mental agility and artistic freshness outside 

the press of worldly routines. For many performers, solitude is the main source for 

mental and spiritual readiness. For these artists, the communal act of teaching was not 

seen as conducive to their work as performers. (Smith, 2004-2005, p. 9) 

This view is supported by Rae Anderson (1997, in Sweat, 2006) who describes the challenge 

to the artist-teacher in saying “creative processes are understood to involve the need for 

singular aloneness and introspection, while teaching has been characterized as an outgoing 

and analytical process.” (p. 37). In her book The Teacher’s Ego (2013), Lynne Eustis 

provides a comprehensive account of the implications for singers as teachers and the 

challenges performers face in balancing dual careers within the tertiary setting “I believe that 

we have to think of time for ourselves in terms of spiritual fulfilment as well as simply vocal 

rest. It is not just the voice and body that need to refresh and rejuvenate. The soul itself needs 

to be fed” (p. 61). 

McCarthy (in Chapman, 2006, (pp. 169-170) identifies several rich and complex 

elements as comprising the singing teacher’s “cluster of abilities”.  She defines ‘singer roles’ 

and ‘teacher roles’ and the ways in which these sets of ‘capabilities’ converge  to serve the 

one to one teaching and learning exchange. Central to this discussion is the significance of 

the “inner singer” (p. 170) described as being the singer’s “core identity or soul, characterised 

by awareness, a state of open knowing, or sense of self” (p. 166) and the teacher’s inner 

singer as being the element which is “intuitive and insightful about the singer’s existential 

issues and the meaning that singers attribute to their lives and work, the organising principle 

for the singers on this journey” (p. 170). The author does not pursue the synthesis of these 

two roles in the form of the performer/teacher. Rather it is uncertain whether the two worlds 
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co-exist in the same person simultaneously or whether the performer/teacher subjugates one 

role for the other at any given time. Persson (1994, p. 89) suggests that the two roles of artist 

and pedagogue may be ascribed to the same individual but are “different roles as well as 

different skills in different contexts.  This view is supported by Isbell (in Pellegrino, 2009) 

who suggests that there is a combination of personal and social identity constructs at play. 

“The self perceives how significant others view them (Other) and how they view themselves 

(Self)”, (p. 44), resulting in three distinct aspects of performer/teacher identity: “teacher-self, 

teacher-other, and musician” (p. 44).  This research aims to examine the tensions and 

synergies between performer/teacher roles and singer roles.  

Gaunt (2006, p. 1) maintains that little research has been conducted into 

instrumental/vocal teaching at tertiary level and that most writing concerns young learners. 

Her study of performance teachers engaged in one-to-one teaching at tertiary level found that 

only a very small percentage of those teachers had received any training prior to 

commencement of teaching and that for most, teaching had not been their primary career 

choice but an avenue into which they had moved owing to the contraction of their performing 

careers. Persson (1996, p. 1) has used the term ‘commonsense teaching’ to describe the 

instinctive and mostly well-intentioned way in which performers shape their methods of 

instruction. A study conducted by Carey, Bridgstock, Taylor, McWilliam and Grant (2013), 

sought to identify current one to one teaching practices at Queensland Conservatorium, 

Griffith University and to utilise these findings to identify key pedagogical characteristics as 

well as ways in which new strategies might enhance this established teaching model in 

conservatoires throughout the world. Findings centred around evidence of, ‘transformative 

pedagogy’ , “a deep, sense-making and collaborative approach to pedagogy” with “an 

emphasis on contextualisation of learning within the student’s broader life and career, and 

agility in pedagogical choices” (p. 362) and ‘transfer pedagogy’, “characterised by 
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instruction, scaffolding that promotes mimicry, less flexibility, orientation towards 

assessment and decontextualized learning” (p. 362). The latter category was found to more 

widely represent the teaching styles of participants in this study (p. 363).  

The literature review conducted to date has not identified implications institutionally 

and pedagogically of these and similar findings with specific reference to the teaching of 

voice at tertiary level although Eustis (2013) offers new insights into the persona or ego of 

singers as teachers and evaluates this aspect of performers on student learning. O’Bryan, (in 

Harrison, 2010) highlights the need for a good “fit” between teacher and student, examining 

the relationships which four prominent Australian opera singers from the past (June Bronhill 

OBE, Dame Nellie Melba, Dame Joan Hammond and Lauris Elms OBE) had with their 

respective voice teachers and the ways both positive and negative, in which the personalities 

and professional identities of these teachers (one of whom was a famous singer) as well as 

their abilities as voice teachers, impacted the entire lives and careers of these prominent 

singers. However, Richard Miller (1984, p. 42) cautioned institutions against appointing 

famous performers to their faculties or for encouraging pedagogical insight afforded through 

master classes (1996) calling them “experimental pedagogical musings of an inexperienced 

teacher who, although an accomplished singing artist, is as lacking in pedagogical skills as 

the participating student is lacking in artistic ones” (p. 36). He accused institutions of trying 

to enhance their credibility through the appointment of singers who were renowned 

performers rather than sound teachers. Scott Barnes (2009) agrees that “opera stardom is no 

guarantee at all of commensurate teaching skill and cites an infamous quote from renowned 

singer Eileen Farrell who confessed to a student, “Honey, I wouldn’t know your soft palate 

from a hole in the ground” (p. 30). 

Documented interviews with famous, established artists such as renowned Swedish 

baritone Håkan Hagegård (2000, p. 3) refer to the need for singing teachers to have a real 
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understanding not just of technical and musical aspects of voice craft but of the psychological 

and emotional skilling which singers require in order to survive the unique demands of their 

professional environment. Lanzisera (in Benninger & Murry, 2006) explores the 

phenomenology of performance anxiety before circumscribing an approach to its diagnosis 

and treatment including self-management and pharmacology. Psychological armour, 

performance persona and the solitary nature of a singing career are identified by Gregory 

(2005, p. 38) as a process of ‘individuating’. The singer makes a “commitment to explore the 

uncharted waters of our mental-emotional lives, so that we can fulfil our professional role in 

society-which in my view, is that of helping audiences know and feel the elemental truths of 

human existence”.  Katherine Thomas (in Sweat, 2006) refers to ‘self-time’. “She has 

discovered that having a mediative, ritual-like time, completely on her terms, provides her 

with the energy and support that she needs to fulfil her practice as an artist. She forms 

boundaries around this time, to protect it from daily distractions and stress. This time of 

decompression and rejuvenation fills her energy level and allows her practice, as an artist, to 

function with clarity and focus” (p. 30). Prominent psychologist Phil Jauncey supports this 

process, arguing the link between performance and psychology is often misunderstood. 

“Sports psychologists think you’ve got to get your mind right to perform. I don’t follow that. 

I have four degrees in psychology and I can’t control my emotions or my thoughts. But I can 

control my actions. So it doesn’t matter if you’re a musician, a footballer or a tennis player. 

Look at those little things you’re doing that always work for you” (The Australian 18th Jan, 

2013, p. 32). Stephen Smith (2007) encourages singers to pursue “authenticity in their voices 

and in themselves” as part of a holistic approach to vocal pedagogy (p. 8). 

The area of training or skilling of performers who enter the teaching environment 

with no prior experience or education as teachers is raised in several studies. Richard Miller 

(1984) suggests that some performing artists regard teaching as a demeaning occupation 
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“lacking sufficient glamour to occupy the time of the artist” (p. 42). He maintains that in the 

past, most famous teachers were not renowned as performers; a statement refuted by Sands 

(1942, p. 74) who insists that many of the great eighteenth century teachers were eminent 

singers of their day.  Janice Chapman (2012) identifies five teacher profiles found within the 

tertiary setting in the UK: 

 Performer/teachers: professional singers who teach concurrently.  

 Retired professional singers who take up teaching at the end of their 

performance career  

 Vocal coach/teacher:  a vocal repetiteur who has “subsequently taken on the 

role of singing teacher, but who has never been a singer themselves”.  

 The non/performer teacher, sometimes serving “as an apprentice to a senior 

teacher.” 

  Experienced teachers from the private sector “who have achieved a good 

reputation before being invited to join the staff of a conservatoire” (p. 327). 

These overlap to a degree, with the five categories of profiles identified by Eustis (2013) as 

representative of the American tertiary setting; “professional singers who turned to teaching 

later; singers who have always been teachers; singers who eventually turned to other careers 

in music; other music professionals who have regular contact with voice teachers; and current 

students of voice, some of whom are also teaching fellows” (p. xvii). 

Hines (in Eustis, 2013) also puts forward five categories of voice teacher profiles 

including that of “academic” (p. 23). Callaghan’s (2000) study of voice teachers in Australian 

tertiary settings in 1998 and their perceptions of their own identities as singing teachers 

concluded that “the respondents identified themselves as singers. That is, they saw 

themselves primarily as performing artists and identified with the techniques, attitudes, and 

skills of musical performers rather than those of teachers” (p. 115). This is supported by 
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Eustis who maintains, “Most of us began as singers, and we formed a vocal identity long 

before we entered the teaching profession. This singing identity does not vanish when we 

become teachers” (p. 8). 

From the Stage to the Studio (2012) is a comprehensive guide for performers 

becoming teachers, born out of a concern “with performers who will teach yet haven’t been 

offered any teacher training in their degree programs” (p. xiii). In this book comprising three 

distinct foci, the authors firstly encourage performers to reflect on their individual 

experiences and knowledge bases, then formulate a language for communicating that to 

students, and finally to consider the various challenges which present themselves through the 

growing demand for skills additional to performing and studio teaching. “If you are hired to 

teach at the college level, there is a good chance you’ll be asked to teach pedagogy, methods 

classes, theory, history or music appreciation”, describing them as “potential situations which 

may not have been a part of your original vision” (p. 193). The profile of the 

performer/teacher and the construct of professional identity or ‘self’ and its implications for 

tertiary voice students, will form an integral part of the research discussion.  

 

3.7. Artist-teacher 

With reference to the role of the performer/teacher in tertiary level voice teaching, 

there is a growing body of literature relating to teacher identity and the role of artist as 

teacher in arts education institutions. Studies such as those conducted by Gaunt (2006), 

Purser (2005), and Triantafyllaki (2010) examine a range of issues related to professional 

identity and the challenges which tertiary music education students face in negotiating dual 

identities as performers and music teachers as they move towards employment in the 

education sector. In a study which parallels the personalised nature of one-to-one studio 
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teaching with that of PhD supervision, Gaunt (2011) examines teacher and student 

perceptions of the social interaction between teacher and student in the one-to-one setting, 

and the impact of dynamics of power on learning outcomes. Gaunt’s findings highlight the 

imperative for teachers to balance appropriate personal dimensions of the exchange with that 

of transmission of skills. Institutional expectations and practices with regards academic 

appointments are also highlighted in Purser’s (2009) study comprising nine UK 

conservatoires. Purser looks at the pedagogical styles of instrumental performer-teachers and 

the tacit expectation from both students and institutions in facilitating professional 

opportunities and career pathways for students. “There is the off-campus professional 

performance schedule that must be kept going, not just for our own satisfaction, but because 

we want to provide a model of activity for our students, and because administration expects it 

of us” (Miller, p. 206, 1996). This observation is shared by Ware (1999) who comments 

“Artist-teachers must also cope with juggling creative activities (singing engagements) with 

teaching, deal with a multitude of administrative and business issues, and associate with 

colleagues who may not be very supportive” (p. 52). Eustis (2013) concurs, saying 

“Balancing our own needs with those of our student is more difficult than it appears” (p. 61). 

Pellegrino (2009) refers to the tension between the identity of performer and that of 

music teacher, her findings suggesting performers do not become pupil-centred teachers, as 

opposed to all round musicians and that “those who primarily considered themselves 

performers tended to be more disappointed as teachers” (Mark, in Pellegrino, p. 42, 2009). 

Watkins and Scott (2012) refer to the bias towards performance perpetuated at an institutional 

level leading to “music degree ‘camps’ ” (p. xiii). By contrast, Triantafyllaki (2010) refers to 

the nexus of performer and teacher identities in the tertiary setting, as the development of “a 

new type of professionalism, empowering teachers to take on roles and responsibilities that 

would extend their professional stories” (p. 71). Booth (2009) maintains there is no real 
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definition of teaching artist in the area of arts education describing the term as “an artist who 

chooses to include artfully educating others, beyond teaching the technique of the art form, as 

an active part of a career” (p. 3). In The Music Teaching Artist’s Bible, he focuses primarily 

on the activity of teaching artists within the American school system and the important role 

performers play in an educational context, as advocates for music and the arts as a whole, 

noting the transformative power of this “unique hybrid practice”, has the means to “expand 

the sense of the way the world is or might be.” (p. 7).  

In the field of art education, Daichendt (2010) suggests the term artist-teacher is 

problematic because the individual must combine two disciplines, art and education, that 

“have different values.” “The artist is a free spirit and unconstrained, whereas the teacher 

lives in world of accountability. In addition, the art teacher may possibly feel inferior to the 

artist-teacher if he or she is not involved in both professions.” (p. 64). Triantafyllaki (2010) 

suggests that “rather than conceptualise teachers’ multiple identities as always conflicting or 

competing, it may be more useful to utilise Wenger’s (1998) concept of reconciliation in 

combining all these different identities into one “nexus of multi-membership.”(p. 74). Her 

study of tertiary level instrumental teachers in a Greek context, identifies the construction of 

a performer identity within the tertiary teaching setting, one which encompasses that of “role 

model for students, a source of expert knowledge; and an authoritative image” (p. 79).  

Although confined to instrumental disciplines, Triantafyllaki’s study (2010) into what types 

of knowledge performers bring to their teaching practices has direct implications for this 

research. She describes a professional knowledge landscape wherein the teaching practice is a 

combination of identity and knowledge, “influenced by a wide variety of people, places and 

thing” (p. 73).  

Stanberg and Bennett (2006) consider the implications for musician identity of the 

Teaching Artist profile, a trend in which performing musicians and studio teachers seek to 
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expand their professional profile to include classroom music teaching.  Ashley Dawn Sweat 

(2006) presents four case studies of artist-teachers; a painter/arts education, a ceramist/art 

educator, a musician/music teacher, and freelance-art educator to examine the role the artist 

plays in the teaching process and vice versa. While the context of her study is confined to 

primary and secondary educational settings, there are many parallels with higher education as 

she uncovers a “cyclical process occurring between artist-teachers’ practices” with “points of 

fusion, such as shared philosophies, sources of inspiration, creative process and an underlying 

spirituality” (Abstract).  

Sweat supports the promotion of artist-teachers, finding that the positives outweigh 

the negatives in fulfilling these dual identities. She concludes with a quote from Szekely who 

provides four guiding principles in balancing artist-teacher roles within the educational 

setting. 

A. Synthesize personal philosophy of art teaching and art making 

B.  Continue creative growth in an arts specialty area while engaging in teaching 

C. Maintain contact with other artists and events in the art world 

D. Perform as an artist in the school and in the community. (p. 8) 

While this statement has been made with reference to art education within a school setting, it 

is of immediate relevance to the teaching of performers in arts education institutions and will 

be explored in this study within the context of tertiary vocal study in Australia. 

Peeler (2009), refers to the growing recognition for the role artist-teachers play in 

facilitating meaningful interdisciplinary activity: a trend which led to the establishment in 

2006 of an interdisciplinary initiative between the School of Music, the Dept of 

Otolaryngology in the College of Medicine and the Dept of Speech and Hearing at the 

University of Ohio called Singing Health specialist, instructing postgraduate voice students in 

endoscopy, voice pathologies and disorders, medical practices, voice assessment and teaching 
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methods. This overview both identifies the most promising strands of literature and others as 

only tangentially relevant to my topic. It also serves to focus my questions regarding the 

characteristics of the performer as teacher as well as the potency of this multi-faceted profile 

in facilitating student learning. 
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Chapter Four: Performer Knowledge 

4.1. Introduction 

As identified in the introduction to this thesis, performer/teacher remains the 

predominant teaching profile for the study of individual classical voice within Australian 

tertiary institutions and throughout the world, yet the impact of performer knowledge on 

student learning remains relatively unexplored. The contribution which performance 

experience makes to vocal pedagogy is widely recognised in the literature, for instance by 

Blades-Zeller who believes “a performance background is essential to teaching excellence as 

without that first-hand knowledge and empathy, a teacher cannot truly identify and convey 

relevant information and insights to the student” (2002, p. 231). However, precisely what 

performers know both tacitly and explicitly, is yet to be widely articulated. To this end, 

utilising the findings of the data as well as those within the literature, this chapter seeks to 

address the following sub-question: What specific skills and knowledge including tacit 

knowledge is made available to the student by performer/teachers?  

In doing so, key aspects of performer knowledge will be presented, grouped into four 

main areas of conviction and constructs which emerged through interviews with Australian 

tertiary voice teachers: vocal health and wellbeing; emotional and psychological perspectives; 

performer as communicator and experiential knowledge. Concluding the findings is student 

perceptions of performer knowledge and its role in the teaching and learning exchange. 

Richard Miller (1996) provides an inventory of performer skills in the form of vocal 

and physical preparation and practice, theatre know-how and performance anxiety. Later 

(2004), he responds to questions regarding vocal hygiene, vocal technique and performance 

preparation, in a book which reflects the knowledge acquired throughout his distinguished 

performance career, yet omits explicit references to the performer’s perspective.  In other 
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vocal pedagogical resources, performer knowledge is coalesced within instructions for role 

preparation, program structuring, performance etiquette, and the psychology of performance 

(see chapter 2).  Callaghan (2000) identifies craft knowledge, professional knowledge and 

voice knowledge as categories representative of the singer-teacher’s profile.   

Further investigation of this concept produced findings from the literature as well as 

data obtained through teacher interviews with Australian tertiary voice teachers, which 

disclosed a number of elements including some that are not performance specific, such as the 

first three identified below: 

A high level of vocal, linguistic, stylistic and musical proficiency; knowledge of vocal 

repertoire; insightful interpretation; movement and stagecraft; acting skills; dance ability; a 

knowledge of platform and theatre etiquette; an understanding of what constitutes 

professional conduct including dress, entrepreneurship, negotiation of contracts and dealing 

with management; the role of image in self-promotion; the basic geography of a theatre or 

performance space and its negotiation. 

Richard Miller (1996) groups areas of performer attributes into “Seven Pillars of 

Success: musicianship, vocal technique, artistic imagination, objectivity, perseverance, talent, 

and business acumen”, (p. 149-156). Others such as Herbert-Cesari (1958) and Blades-Zeller 

(2002) refer to personal characteristics as present in performer attributes, such as being a 

great communicator; having a love of people; having a love of music; someone who 

continues to grow and improve; someone who is flexible and open minded; someone who has 

a good ear. 

Janice Chapman identifies skill sets within teacher roles (see chapter 2), while 

McCarthy refers to the ‘cluster of abilities’ (in Chapman, 2012, see chapter 2), which may 

also be categorised as performer knowledge. In differentiating between skill and knowledge, 

the data collected from this study yielded much deeper layers of understanding and tacit 
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knowledge which performers can potentially bring to the student learning experience. The 

extent to which there is a synergy between the literature and the data is evidenced in quotes 

from Australian tertiary voice teachers interviewed for this study, aligned within the 

following themes: Vocal health and Well Being; Emotional and Psychological Perspectives; 

Performer as Communicator; and Experiential Knowledge. The concluding category contains 

reflections from tertiary voice students detailing their perceptions of what it is to study 

singing with a performer/teacher. 

 

4.2. Vocal health and wellbeing 

This area covers aspects of voice care and vocal hygiene.  Previous discussion in the 

literature review (chapter 2) highlighted the necessity for voice professionals to recognise 

vocally abusive habits and environments, the importance of hydration as well as lifestyle 

choices in terms of their impact on the voice. In this way, performer knowledge has been 

enhanced by the continued collaboration with allied voice professionals such as speech 

pathologists, physiotherapists, ear, nose and throat specialists, and others.  Findings from 

teacher interviews support those contained in the literature within this area. 

Performers know how to look after their voice. They know how much rest you will 

need as an individual or at least they can pass that on, also what sort of diet you will 

need to pursue, and the type of restrictions you have to put on yourself for the sake of 

a performance. (G. Massingham, personal communication, July 3, 2008) 

Several interviewees spoke of the performer’s familiarity with those activities 

associated with a performer’s technical regimen such as knowing how to warm up and cool 

down, how to practice, how to ‘mark’ or sing lightly in rehearsals, and how to negotiate long 

rehearsal periods or lengthy performance runs.  
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It’s the day to day aspects of performing. What it’s like to be on tour, what it’s like to 

go from wanting to sing to having to sing two weeks straight without a break, or long 

rehearsals, six to eight hours, that kind of thing. (S. Grant, personal communication, 5 

January, 2009)  

The impact of travel on vocal health emerged as significant within this category of finding as 

identified by Maddison and Sullivan (see chapter 2). A performer’s ability to sing with a head 

cold or sore throat, to negotiate the challenges of travelling and singing including the effects 

of air conditioning, long haul flights, jetlag, fatigue, and climatic changes on the voice were 

some of the challenges identified by several interviewees. 

Over the years I’ve developed an ability to be able to sing under whatever 

circumstance. If you're on that merry-go-round in Europe, you're travelling all the 

time, sometimes you get stuck in air conditioning on a train or you might have a sore 

throat, you might have a cold, whatever. You work out how to get through it. Because 

if you're a guest artist and you don't sing, you don't get paid. So it's a great incentive 

to really work it out! (B. Ryan, personal communication, January 7, 2009)  

This particular performer-teacher also spoke of the performer’s understanding of what 

constitutes vocal training, including motor learned activity and how much energy it takes to 

sing. “Performers understand that to sing opera, you have to be fit. I think they also know 

how much preparation is involved and how meticulous your preparation has to be, not just 

from a vocal perspective, but from a musical perspective” (Barry Ryan interview, 7 Jan, 

2009).  

As identified by Behlau and Oliviera, as well as Benninger and Murray (see chapter 

2), other factors such as the effect of hormonal changes on the voice and the impact of 

medication on vocal health are widely documented. However, these references do not 

specifically target performers. The holistic nature of singing requires the performer to be able 
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to effectively utilise and assimilate this information within the context of their professional 

singing lives. The main thread of discussion for interviewees regarding this category of 

performer knowledge was that of practical understanding of vocal mechanics and voice 

management: the understanding which performers have of building their instrument through 

the acquisition and consolidation of specific technical coordination as well as performers’ 

awareness of the role external factors, be they abrupt changes in the weather or an overloaded 

rehearsal schedule, can play in maintaining healthy vocal function.  

 

4.3. Emotional and psychological perspectives 

This aspect of performer knowledge includes interviewee responses to the emotional 

and psychological elements of singing and performance. Prendergast (2008) suggests, “that 

we as teachers are always performing the way we see the world through our own lived 

experiences-for and with our students, engaged in performative activities of pleasure and 

desire (psychoanalytic terms mostly absent from educational discourse), and of 

transformation (from lesser to greater knowledge, developing understanding and agency in 

the world) that happen in simultaneity with our students in the pedagogical acts of teaching 

and learning” (p. 5).  

One particular component of performer knowledge widely recognised in teacher 

interviews although not as comprehensively addressed in the literature is the significance of 

psychological armour for singers. Janice Chapman described the need to strike a balance 

between the vulnerability essential for communication with an audience, and protecting the 

emotional, and psychological welfare of the performer.  

Some of the things you need to be a singer are in direct conflict with each other. You 

need to be tough and you need to be vulnerable at the same time. How do you juggle 
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that? You need to be smart, smart, smart, with a really good emotional intelligence. 

Singers can be injured unless they manage to build a wall. Now if that wall is too 

thick, which sometimes they are, nothing gets through, nothing gets in, but nothing 

gets out either. So we need one of those psychological permeable membranes where 

we can choose what comes in. (J. Chapman, personal communication, October 8, 

2006) 

Several voice teachers interviewed for this study spoke of the performers’ ability to 

understand the vulnerability inherent in performance and the personal psychological 

resources required to cope with the demands of professional life. 

I think performers have worked out a reality check of what it is like to be unzipping 

yourself and baring your soul night after night, depending on whether it’s a recital, 

opera, oratorio, whatever- really we’re so vulnerable. (A. Dalton, personal 

communication, January 8, 2009) 

This comment segues into the role which emotional boundaries and performed 

emotion assume in performance. Eustis (2013) states, “Many vocal texts deal with large 

emotional subjects, such as love, sex and death. Singers must overcome their personal 

inhibitions and express their most intimate feelings in front of their audiences” (p. 5). The 

concept of ‘performed’ emotion and its role in preserving a singer’s internal emotional and 

psychological balance as well as the health of their singing voice emerged as a significant 

finding in teacher interviews. “Performers know they can’t directly engage with emotion. 

That is not going to work for the voice. They know the voice is the first thing to go when 

emotion gets in the way” (G. Massingham, personal communication, July 3, 2008). Earlier 

writings such as those by Cesari (1958) bluntly refute this concept, saying “Attempts to 

fabricate and fake emotions will always be abortive for a lie destroys itself. Faked emotion is 

as obvious as artificial teeth and nobody is deceived by either” (p. 120). Further to the 
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concept of performed emotion is the way in which performers bring their understanding of 

the human psyche to formulating the delivery of text and characterisation. Andrew Dalton 

believes this is a dimension, with which performers have a strong affinity, 

As performers, we have a certain understanding of the human psyche. We know how 

to get inside a character or a text. Performers understand that sense of romance, and 

the naivety or dreamlike quality that got all of us into this trouble in the first place. 

Cos’ it’s a bit of a drug, it’s a dream. (Andrew Dalton interview, 8 Jan, 2009)  

These human elements were noted in comments on the joy of performing: “Performers know 

the joy of performing. They know the importance of that, which is also something that 

teachers need to know, I think in order to keep a positive balance in the studio”, (Greg 

Massingham interview, 3 July, 2008). Andrew Dalton concurs, 

Performers know the love of singing, I think it’s important to realise that. For me it 

was just the continuation of a childhood dream. Just the love of performing, the love 

of singing, being brought up in a very sympathetic home, and in a country 

environment. I loved singing, the local community enjoyed my singing, and it was 

just a cyclic thing. That’s all it was for me. (A. Dalton, personal communication, 

January 8, 2009) 

Anna Connolly adds, “I remember viscerally what flying felt like, when something 

was working beautifully. Performers have ability for empathy that can absolutely understand 

what performance is for that person, for that individual, and what’s necessary” (A. Connolly, 

personal communication, May 25, 2011). 

Themes of fear and failure and the significance of performance anxiety emerged 

strongly in data collected from teacher interviews.  “What do performers know? They know 

fear. They know about the failure part of fear too, because fear often engenders failure in the 

performer’s mind. I say that because it is not always a failure” (G. Massingham, personal 
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communication, July 3, 2008). ”I forget as a teacher how scary it is, what your palpitations 

are going to do to you just before you walk on, what it’s like to communicate with an 

audience and forget about yourself – get yourself out of the way” (J. Chapman, personal 

communication, October 8, 2006). Anna Connolly adds, “I still remember what happened to 

my body when I was struck with fear, in performance” (A. Connolly, personal 

communication, May 25, 2011).  Direct experience of performance anxiety and knowing the 

difference between being nervous and experiencing actual fear, as well as the impact of 

nerves on the voice were characteristics identified by several vocal pedagogues including 

Paul McMahon. “I think the big thing that performers know over teachers who don’t perform 

is what happens to their voice under pressure” (P. McMahon, personal communication, 

September 12, 2008). Barry Ryan cautions “Do not let the fear take control. Once that takes 

control you can forget your career”, (B. Ryan, personal communication, January 7, 2009). 

The findings for performer knowledge exposed deeper and more complex layering of 

understanding and multiple intelligences. Performance anxiety and its impact on the voice are 

represented in the literature by Lanzisera (in Benninger & Murry) and Jauncey amongst 

others (see chapter 2). The following comment from Patricia Price provides the most succinct 

summary of this category; “Performers understand emotional connection to the text and what 

happens in the body and how to relate that to the physicality. They understand how to balance 

the physiological and metaphysical or the emotional and psychological” (P. Price, personal 

communication, January 30, 2011).  

Renowned singer Josephine Barstow (in Matheopoulos, 1991) expands this view,  

The act of singing itself is enormously uplifting in a three-dimensional way; 

spiritually because of the enrichment you get from your contact with each of the 

characters you perform; emotionally because you can live out the full range of your 

own emotional extremes and release your pent-up frustrations which seem to go out 
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the window in a flash: and physically because, if you are doing it properly, the act of 

singing is enormously sensual. (p. 44) 

Elijah Moshinsky concurs, observing that mezzo-soprano Agnes Baltsa is “erotically 

excited by being on stage” (ibid, p. 246).  From the discussion we can appreciate the 

significance and complexity of the emotional and psychological aspects of performer 

knowledge as an area yet to be fully explored, a view supported by Janice Chapman (2012) 

who states, “the art of singing involves far more than just the craft, and this is an area where 

qualitative research and science may be limited” (p. xvii).  

 

4.4. Performer as communicator 

This area of findings centred on the nature of communication in performance, 

exploring the relationship between performer and audience. Interviewees identified the ability 

to adopt a persona as something easily assimilated by performers through their experience of 

interpreting text and developing characterisation.  Some aspects of communication intersect 

with those of persona, an area discussed more fully in chapter 5. Within the context of this 

category, Greg Massingham provided an insightful summary of the complexity of 

communication in performance and the transformative power of music:   

Performers should understand that in classical music there can be multiple layers of 

meaning and understanding and that the emotional stimulus for the performer and the 

response of the listener will often reflect this complexity. Usually, it is not as visceral 

as popular music with its tendency to draw upon primal responses. While the classical 

performer can certainly use the primal as a form of inspiration, the magnificence and 

nobility of such works as Bach’s Matthaus Passion have their magnificence enhanced 

by the performer’s attention to the marriage of both intellect and emotion. This task is 
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achieved by the honing of a craft that is capable of flexibility, subtlety and colour, for 

most often the magnificence resides in understatement. As conduits for such music, 

performers have the task of leading the listener to really explore it, discover its layers 

and by doing so be refreshed, renewed, rethought. (G. Massingham, personal 

communication, July 3, 2008) 

Lynne Eustis (2013) makes reference to the unique considerations as communicators 

which singers have, as the only musicians who face their audience, saying “Singers can’t 

relax or check out during piano interludes but rather they are expected to continue 

communicating somehow through visual/physical means. For many singers, this means 

facing the audience and trying not to notice the man yawning in the fourteenth row” (p. 4). 

Several interviewees identified the link between a free vocal technique and greater freedom 

to communicate and express more fully in performance.   

Paul McMahon stresses the imperative for students to recognise the fundamental role 

communication plays in vocal craft.  

That’s what I’m trying to get across in my teaching that it’s not just about a singer 

making a sound. There’s a whole point to it, and that is the audience, and engaging 

with the audience no matter what it is that you’re singing. (P. McMahon, personal 

communication, September 12, 2008) 

Greg Massingham spoke of the relationship a singer has with music and its role in enhancing 

communication with an audience.  

Performers, through their ongoing study of a particular work, living with it and 

especially from the insights that repeated performances can illuminate, get to know 

the mind of the composer and his or her intent. It is an intimate relationship which if 

correctly nurtured can be reflected in the way a performer then engages with an 
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audience. It is all about service to the music. (G. Massingham, personal 

communication, July 3, 2008)  

Massingham was amongst those interviewees who referred to the practice of ‘withholding’ in 

performance, i.e. a performer’s ability to retain a small percentage of their personal 

involvement in the performance as a means of protecting both the singer’s vocal and 

emotional welfare as well as ensuring the integrity of the performance.  This aspect of 

psychological armour is discussed in chapter 2 by Gregory (2005) who refers to the way 

singers process and communicate aspects of the human psyche in performance, as 

‘individuating’, so that audiences may “know and feel the elemental truths of human 

existence” (p. 38). Massingham describes it as the “5% or something which is essential 

physically for a singer. But I think it is essential emotionally and artistically as well, like not 

taking all your clothes off” (G. Massingham, personal communication, July 3, 2008).  

Performer/teachers utilise the concept of withholding when they teach, something I observed 

in video footage of my own teaching and noted in the following extract from my teaching 

diary. 

I am aware that although I am talking to the student observing the student, listening, 

there is another agenda going on. I can see that I am thinking ‘around’ the student, 

choosing to direct the lesson in a particular way while making notes to myself of how 

next to proceed or what to keep in my head. There is a strong sense of control over the 

exchange between the student and myself; at times a conscious withholding of 

thought combined with information that is deemed appropriate and timely. (M. 

Schindler, unpublished teaching diary) 

The way in which key aspects of this observation intersect with teaching persona is discussed 

in the following chapter on performer identity and persona. 
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4.5. Experiential knowledge 

Performers acquire knowledge through the pursuit of performing, continuously 

develop performance craft through performance practice as well as gain understanding from 

living life as a professional singer. The topic of experiential knowledge raised a number of 

explicit views the interviewees, and generated an impressive list of characteristics that 

correlate with the relationship between teaching and performing. The latter will be explored 

further in Chapter 6, where the role of the performer’s experience in shaping pedagogical 

practice will be discussed. 

With reference to experiential knowledge, Janice Chapman was perhaps the most 

comprehensive and succinct;  

What performers bring (to the student learning experience) I think is very, very 

important and that’s this realistic understanding of what’s involved in being a 

performer. And most of the kids are very unaware of the fact that it’s a hard life that 

you need to train properly, that you need personal psychological resources to enable 

you to weather the difficulties which are the loneliness, the discipline, the isolation, 

being able to withstand criticism from people – conductors, critics, people like that. (J. 

Chapman, personal communication, October 6, 2006). 

Other interviewees reinforced many of these characteristics and added a number of accents to 

particular qualities including a performer’s ability to perform whilst coping with distractions 

such as emotional issues, or challenging performance conditions such as a bad acoustic, a 

terrible accompanist, conductor or orchestra. Andrew Dalton explains, “As a performer I 

understand that the audience doesn’t want to know about your problems, so you’ve got to pull 

it out and still move the audience who’ve paid top dollar to come and hear you sing” (A. 

Dalton, personal communication, January 8, 2009). He adds, 
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They (performers) know how to apply technical issues in the performance arena under 

duress. They might have been sick; they might be singing with a terrible piano or in 

an appalling acoustic. In the case of accompanists Geoffrey (Parsons) or David 

(Harper), they may have been playing for an appalling soloist. Or they were ill or 

going through some emotional issue, and you could see how they were interacting 

with those demands instantaneously. (A. Dalton, personal communication, January 8, 

2009) 

The discussion also identified specific elements of performance craft and stage skills such as 

a singer’s ability to follow a conductor or communicate with colleagues onstage whilst 

maintaining ensemble with an orchestra.  

Experienced singers know you don't actually have to stand there and look at the 

conductor. They know that you can sing peripherally or that there's a spot there where 

you don't really need him (the conductor) because you can hear the fold back. All of 

those things just go into the mix. Performers know you’ve got to be able to 

communicate with somebody but there's a trick to be able to do that and still get your 

voice out there and maintain contact with that bloke. But you don't pick that up 

overnight, that's one of the hardest things to get. That's just experience, performing 

experience. (B. Ryan, personal communication, January 7, 2009)  

The following excerpt from my teaching diary is a description of the way in which 

performer knowledge is utilised as modelling in the one to one teaching studio; in this 

particular lesson, aspects of platform etiquette in the context of oratorio, and authenticity of 

style in the delivery of recitative. My extensive performance experience in this genre is 

evidenced in the detailed instructions which I have dissembled from my practical knowledge 

base. 
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Tim’s lesson today focused on the bass role in The Creation (Haydn) which he is 

performing in the coming weeks. As Tim had just come from a lengthy music call for 

another class he elected not to sing the arias today, rather work on the recitatives and 

performance etiquette. We discussed many aspects of performance practice in 

oratorio; correct posture for sitting and standing; looking out at the audience during 

the overture while marking one’s entrance page in the score with one finger. When to 

stand up so that the audience has adequate time to register your presence and the fact 

you are about to sing; not looking at the score as you stand up, rather out at the 

audience; positioning one’s feet so that one can stand up easily with optimal ease. We 

also discussed sitting onstage when not singing; the importance of not flipping pages 

during someone else’s aria but rather marking the score for your next entrance and 

listening to the soloist without looking at them directly; maintaining optimal 

alignment of the chest, head, neck and arms while holding a score and singing. We 

also discussed when it was stylistically appropriate to take some freedom with 

recitatives; how to indicate one’s tempo to a conductor in performance; how to lead 

the orchestra across the bar line in accompanied recitative. We practised that in a few 

extracts and this allowed Tim more time for high notes and more authoritative 

delivery of text. We also discussed character in terms of recitative, being mindful of 

delivering the words with the intended emotional quality while adopting the role of 

conduit and messenger; responding appropriately to what has preceded his music and 

what follows whether it is choir or other soloists; how to keep the story running. Other 

issues such as singing ‘early’ or energising text was communicated through direct 

demonstration or vocal modelling which proved the most expedient. (M. Schindler, 

unpublished teaching diary) 



61 
 

Joseph Ward adds his observations, “Performers have to have an ear for the orchestra; they 

need to see the conductor, their colleagues on stage. Maria Callas knew how to bring a 

performance out of everyone on stage. Performers constantly draw on their own experience,” 

(J. Ward, personal communication, February 18, 2009). Stephen Grant agrees, citing the ways 

in which he utilises his performing experience in his teaching, 

I think, for me, it’s about practical knowledge. Yes, you can sing this aria this way, 

but when you get to the end and that high note is there, if you’ve sung it this way 

you’re never going to have the high note. Or, yes, you’ve got that note in your range, 

but not after singing for 45 minutes are you going to have it. (S. Grant, personal 

communication, 5 January, 2009)  

Maria Callas (in Ardoin, 1998) reinforces this view when making reference to 

negotiating the vocal and dramatic demands of Cherubini’s Medea:  

Take advantage of the loving side of Medea; to relax, to spare yourself and your voice 

for the cries of “Crudel!” and those B-flats towards the end. If you sing the whole 

aria as big as its climaxes, you are dead. (p. 39)  

There was a general consensus amongst interviewees that performers of a high calibre 

have acquired through their artistic practice, a high level of proficiency and considerable 

knowledge of languages, vocal repertoire, as well as authenticity of style and the use of 

musical devices, summarised by Maree Ryan:  

Performers have acquired a higher level of proficiency in languages, musically and 

stylistically, just by the demands of the profession. They have an advanced level of 

analysis and knowledge of repertoire. They have technical expertise, stylistic 

knowledge, musical interpretative skills, and knowledge of languages. (M. Ryan, 

personal communication, December 22, 2010). 
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This view is endorsed in the literature by Miller, Booth and McCracken (in Daichendt), (see 

Chapter 2) where Miller affirms that the “performer/teacher concurrently teaches both 

himself and others” (Miller, 1996, p. 28) and McCracken (in Daichendt, 2009) who expands 

on Ryan’s observations to include the mentoring role which experienced performer/teachers 

fulfil (see literature review, Chapter 2). Rowena Cowley lends additional context to Ryan’s 

earlier comments on performer knowledge in identifying the wide variation amongst singers 

in their approach to vocal production, including those engaged at the highest levels of 

performance. 

Someone who has sung at the Met has probably been a pretty superb singer at some 

stage in their life and has been around other superb singers. They are going to have 

something special to bring, an embodied knowledge of repertoire, a knowledge of 

working with other excellent young and experienced singers, experience of looking 

down someone else’s gullet while they’re doing it, experience of the huge variety 

there is in vocal technique. For instance, some people sing top notes with their mouths 

a foot open and some people don’t open at all. Performers understand these anomalies 

which exist in singing, such as singers with crazy breathing techniques who sing 

extraordinarily beautifully. (R. Cowley, personal communication, April 12, 2008) 

The value which direct performing experience at a high level can provide a student is 

encapsulated succinctly and humorously in the summary of an experience related to me by 

Joseph Ward OBE in his interview for this study. Following Ward’s success in a major 

principal role at the Royal Opera House Covent Garden, a colleague complimented him on 

his performance and paid tribute to his voice teacher, Margreta Kraus, who was also present, 

saying the money Joseph had paid for his singing lessons with her had clearly been money 

well spent.  The diva replied, “Darling, he has not paid for his singing lessons with me, he has 
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paid for my 30 years experience at the Vienna State Opera!” (J. Ward, personal 

communication, February 18, 2009) 

Neil Semer refutes much of the emphasis placed in performance experience, believing there 

are broad assumptions made regarding the value of performer knowledge.  

If I were just singing as a lyric baritone, I would have a very limited body of 

knowledge.  So I don’t see that as an edge. I think performers who have studied 

pedagogy and people who’ve really learned about psychology and who have a broad 

body of musical knowledge rather than a specific fach, they have an advantage. I’m a 

good linguist; I’m a good musician, and I have tremendous passion for the art form; I 

love learning about the science, and I love understanding the heart. You can learn 

about stage savvy (from performers); you can learn from stories about important 

conductors and how they dealt with certain difficulties. I think there’s some practical 

knowledge that really can be passed on and should be. (N. Semer, personal 

communication, April 7, 2008) 

Several interviewees made reference to the performer’s understanding of craft 

including the study and acquisition of vocal repertoire.  Barry Ryan identified a performer’s 

ability to learn an operatic role or an individual work as significant within this area of 

findings, also highlighted in the literature by Brower and Cooke, and Matheopoulous (see 

chapter 2).  

An operatic role doesn't go in by itself and to get all the nuances. Firstly, you've just 

got to learn the words and the notes. Then getting all the nuances with the languages 

the dramatic sense of what's happening is massive. It takes an enormous amount of 

work and patience and just absolute gut determination to try and get there. (B. Ryan, 

personal communication, January 7, 2009) 
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Andrew Dalton introduced the role of continuous learning as characteristic of an 

experienced performer as well as the performer’s ability to filter information from vocal 

coaches, teachers, conductors, directors and others.  

Performers have special skills as learners because they’ve worked out what will work 

for them. We’ve worked with coaches, repetiteurs and singing teachers in the past. 

And without being arrogant or rude or creating a problem, you’ll just say “yes that’s 

fine, that’s true, I’ll try it” – knowing deep down that “Hey, that’s really not 

appropriate for me”. Performers have the skill of filtering information; they don’t just 

take one person’s technical or artistic input.  Performers are always learning. (A. 

Dalton, personal communication, January 8, 2009)  

Paul McMahon agrees,  

Performers never stop learning about their voice. I think you have to keep questioning 

yourself about why you do things in performance and how. You think about that in your 

practice and in your own time away from the stage. And you would hope that you can use 

that performing experience, the good things and the bad things that have happened to you 

over a course of time, to help you improve your technique in performance conditions. (P. 

McMahon, personal communication, September 12, 2008) 

This view is supported in the literature by Richard Miller (1996) who suggests that the 

process of performing and teaching requires the teacher to keep a “better check on his own 

singing; the teacher/performer concurrently teaches both himself and others” (p. 34), a view 

shared by Clifton Ware (1991) who states, “the experience gained in observing and 

instructing other singers can exert a powerful influence on one’s own performance skills. It’s 

been my experience that the learning-teaching feedback loop becomes more synergetic, 

secure and creative as one strikes a dynamic balance between singing and teaching” (p. 50). 

Rowena Cowley concurs:  
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I do think it’s important to have had the experience of actually making the sound in 

your whole body, in your head, in your body, in your emotional and intellectual self 

and the ways in which those things come together. Having resolved one’s technique to 

a very high level is immensely helpful, perhaps not essential but immensely helpful. 

(R. Cowley, personal communication, April 12, 2008) 

Anna Connolly offers her perspective on this theme: 

There’s no doubt that having a sensory experience of what it is to sing is incredibly 

important and to have a sensory experience of the difference between bad singing and 

good singing which is where we get into trouble because in order to have a performer/ 

teacher that's successful they're going to have to have been able to sing at a high level 

with a free sound. Because if you don't sing with a free sound, how do you (a) know it 

in somebody else and (b), if you're going to be demonstrating, what are you 

demonstrating? Being able to sing well, is a small component of it but it does give you 

an edge, if you've done that. If you know what it feels like to feel ‘shit-nificient’ as 

well, and have a sense memory of cracking on the top B in Micaela’s aria, that is also 

very useful. (A. Connolly, personal communication, May 25, 2011) 

Janice Chapman lends the voice of personal experience to her views on this discussion,  

I was still singing and making explorations and mistakes myself, as a singer. And then 

going, “Come on Janice, you can work this out, what are you doing?” And then going 

from the feel of things, the sensation of things, and aligning that with the new 

knowledge I was getting. Had I not still been performing that whole end of things 

wouldn’t have happened. I was still getting up there and doing it, which was for me a 

very, very important part of how I was developing as a teacher. (J. Chapman, personal 

communication, October 8, 2006)  
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The role of performance in shaping pedagogical emphases will be explored in greater 

detail in Chapter 6. Throughout the interview process, the role which the performer’s 

personal circumstances played regarding choices made in their respective professional 

singing careers emerged strongly. Interviewees believed that performers understood the 

challenges of managing families with careers, striving for a balanced personal life within a 

working environment often unsympathetic to the needs of family. 

I needed to be near my family and when I had two little children and wanted to sing as 

well they said, “Okay you need to go to Germany for eight months”. I said, “Oh no, 

sorry, can’t do that. I’ll take what I can get in London”. And fortunately I was with 

the English National Opera and then with Covent Garden and the English Opera 

Group and the English Music Theatre, and I had a concert profile as well. I was able 

to juggle bringing up the family and still keeping singing, but the sacrifices I suppose 

were that I wasn’t in a position for some time to take the opportunities that would 

have pushed the singing career. (J. Chapman, personal communication, October 8, 

2006) 

Maree Ryan reflected on the difficulties she faced in raising a young family while trying to 

pursue a singing career: 

I had great difficulty balancing performance with anything because I couldn’t practice 

effectively or efficiently, because the children would cry and need attention. We 

weren’t financially in a situation where I could hire babysitters and I had no family in 

New South Wales. My husband’s hours were long and his profession demanding. So I 

basically changed direction on a totally practical decision, and made a conscious 

decision to stop singing, because I knew that it would be too difficult emotionally to 

do both. (M. Ryan, personal communication, December 22, 2010) 
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Several interview participants coalesced around aspects of a performer’s lifestyle and 

the need to isolate oneself for adequate performance preparation as a significant element of 

experiential knowledge. “Performers know one has to shepherd one’s energies and focus 

one’s work on oneself, and one’s performing colleagues of course” (R. Cowley, personal 

communication, April 12, 2008). “They know the need for selfishness, the need for the ability 

to focus on yourself so that you get what needs to be done for the performance” (M. Ryan, 

personal communication, December 22, 2010). These views are explored in the literature 

(Chapter 2) by Anderson and Thomas (1997, in Sweat, 2006) and also Smith (2004-2005), 

who qualifies the necessity for solitude in preparation for performance as ‘self-time’ (p. 18). 

Eustis (2013) concurs by saying, “The discipline of singing requires us to protect our sleep, 

our digestive system, and our instruments. It is important to remember that this is appropriate 

discipline, not selfishness. Sometimes our families and friends are less than understanding 

about the choices we make, which adds to our sense of loneliness and professional pressure” 

(p. 3). 

In this way, it is clear that the interviewees attach great value to a number of 

experiential constructs, which complement the views expressed in the literature, including 

those of Wall and Caldwell (2001), and Miller (see Chapter Three). Further to experiential 

knowledge, Richard Miller’s book On the Art of Singing (1996) includes an essay which 

provides a detailed approach to performance day preparation such as when and how to 

vocalise, how much physical exercise to engage in and when, the need to avoid salty and 

spicy foods prior to the performance, how to avoid breathing in dust during set changes and 

other practical hints contained in the following extract: “Don’t arrive at the hall just in time to 

perform. If you have a stage role, get there in time so that the hairdresser and the makeup 

people can take care of you early. (Don’t inhale any hair spray.) Check the set to be sure all 

your props are in proper location. As weather becomes severe in wintertime, arrive at the hall 
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early to allow your body and your voice to become accustomed to changes in air and 

temperature” (p. 161).  Although a highly prescriptive account, Miller cautions singers 

against becoming “entangled in performance rituals” (p. 162) while Enrico Caruso in a 

chapter entitled Pet Superstitions of Great Singers (1975) disagrees, “These little traits, trivial 

perhaps in themselves, are of vital importance in that they create a sense of security in the 

soul of the artist, who goes on his way, if not rejoicing, at least convinced that the fates are 

not against him” (p. 69).  

Anna Connolly observes  

You cannot ignore the importance of somebody who sung the role that the student is 

starting out on, to show them where the pitfalls are and to give them guidance along 

the way. There’s only one person who can do that and that’s somebody who’s done it. 

(A. Connolly, personal communication, May 25, 2011).  

Joseph Ward qualifies the value of performance experience saying, “Only good 

experience is good experience. Bad experience leaves scars” (J. Ward, personal 

communication, February 18, 2009), a view challenged by Neil Semer who states, 

“Sometimes the worst thing that can happen to you is the best thing that can happen to you” 

(N. Semer, personal communication, April 7, 2008). This proved true in the case of my own 

experience (detailed in Chapter One) where a vocal crisis proved pivotal in both facilitating a 

process whereby I eventually became through vocal rehabilitation and re-education, a better 

singer and performer, and also set the tone for my future pedagogical practice. There is a 

certain vulnerability that accompanies the telling of one’s story, especially those episodes of 

perceived failure. Yet these experiences are the ones that in my case proved ultimately most 

empowering. As Beck (2007) wisely states, “If you see failure as a monster stalking you, or 

one that has already ruined your life, take another look. That monster can become a 

benevolent teacher” (p. 92). Performers are familiar with vulnerability: It lies at the heart of 
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meaningful communication in performance and so too, at the heart of meaningful one-to-one 

teaching. Paul McMahon concurs:  

Performers know that to perform better, to learn how to do it better, you need to do it 

badly. When I think of retired opera singers who have been retired for a long time and 

are teaching, I’d be very surprised if they neglect those experiences. I think they 

would influence them all the way through. (P. McMahon, personal communication, 

September 12, 2008) 

Greg Massingham summarises his reflections on this theme in the following way: 

Voice teachers who are also experienced performers have a unique perspective to 

bring to their pedagogical practice. The problems and strengths that they experience in 

performance - anxiety, technical aspects, interpretive matters etc - are the basis of the 

(sometimes painful) review that all singers undergo following a performance. Such 

reviews build a data bank of experience and information which the teacher/performer 

accumulates over the course of many years and this becomes an essential source 

of wisdom in the studio. (G. Massingham, personal communication, July 3, 2008) 

Other characteristics of performer knowledge identified by interviewees included: 

understanding that there are different aesthetic values that people bring to singing ideals. 

(Rowena Cowley); understanding the value of individualism. (Andrew Dalton); 

understanding the need to bring the grounding of normal human qualities to their 

performance (Andrew Dalton); understanding that concert repertoire is a different animal to 

operatic repertoire. (Stephen Grant); knowing how to audition, how to negotiate vocal 

competitions and interview panels (Maree Ryan). 

With reference to this latter aspect of experiential knowledge, Lynne Eustis (2013) 

suggests that performers “bring inside knowledge of the profession, particularly in terms of 

casting and marketing, which is highly valuable in an academic program” (p. 25). Linked to 
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this is the changed nature of the performance environment with the development of high 

resolution films and DVDs of operas as well as the sheer volume of singers competing for 

engagements meaning classical singers are, in addition to vocal attributes, “judged by how 

we look, how much we weigh, and how closely we resemble the character physically” (ibid, 

p. 7). 

In conclusion, we see that performer/teachers identified numerous facets of 

experiential knowledge-some explicit, others implicit-which comprise this area of findings. 

The significance of this knowledge, the way in which it is utilised in the pedagogical context 

and its impact on student learning are explored in the subsequent chapters. 

 

4.6. Student perceptions of performer knowledge 

How do students regard the role of performer knowledge and its impact on their 

learning experience at tertiary level? The following findings refer to the way in which 

students perceived the role of performer knowledge in their one to one learning experience. 

One recurring theme which emerged from group student interviews was the benefits to 

student learning gained through witnessing their teacher in performance as well as through 

engaging in apprenticeship-style performances with their teachers. Students perceived the 

opportunity to observe their teacher in performance as an affirmation of their learning path.  

It’s good to see that everything that she teaches you comes across in her performance, 

like it wouldn’t be very good if the teacher’s telling you everything then you can’t see 

anything. It’s very good to be able to link what she’s trying to say to you re technique 

in with her actually doing it. She always explains it well and then if you see her 

performing using that technique it’s a lot easier to understand because you can see it 
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happening, and it gives you a much better perspective on how you can make it work 

for yourself.” (Student focus group, February 26, 2008)  

Similar observations on this theme were reflected back through teacher interviews: 

I think they (the students) also see how much preparation is involved and how 

meticulous your preparation has to be, not just from a vocal perspective, but from a 

musical perspective … they always come back and they say, “Whoa gee, we're so 

lucky to have you here.” (B. Ryan, personal communication, January 7, 2009)  

Janice Chapman recalls,  

When students came to my performances they said, it was like having a singing 

lesson. I gathered from that they felt I was modelling the sort of things I was trying to 

teach them and that they found it really helpful. (J. Chapman, personal 

communication, October 8, 2006) 

Stephen Grant adds: 

I happen to think it’s great for students to be able to see their teachers perform. That’s 

something that I think is incredibly valuable, because then they can actually see it. 

They see it in their fellow students, of course, but I think it helps to maybe give them 

a bit more confidence if they see their own teacher performing, and hopefully doing 

the things that they were asking their students to do as well. (S. Grant, personal 

communication, 5 January, 2009) 

This extract from one of the QCGU group student interviews affirms this view: 

When you have a teacher you hear everything they’re saying. Then sometimes even 

subconsciously you wonder if they really understand what they’re asking of you. 

What they’re saying but not doing. Or you didn’t have the experience of seeing them 

putting it into practice. So seeing her perform puts it on a real human, personal level. I 

think in some ways that she would feel that she would have to perform to a very 
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exacting standard to set a standard for the rest of her students. I think too that it adds 

meaning to her performance. I don’t know, she hasn’t actually said that to me but I 

would think that having students in the audience despite making them nervous that it 

would also give meaning because you realise your performance can be an inspiration 

to the people that are watching you. (Student focus group, February 26, 2008)  

Interviews with tertiary vocal students conducted at Queensland Conservatorium 

Griffith University uncovered a range of views regarding the role and value of experiential 

knowledge in the one to one learning setting. Students also responded to questions regarding 

their perceptions of their teacher’s professional profile and persona and its impact on their 

learning experience.  Amongst the findings to emerge from the discussion was that students 

regarded their teacher as a working model of the profession, including professional behaviour 

and standards. Students appreciated that their teacher was well regarded by professional peers 

as being a good performer, a good technician and a reliable professional and felt that this 

profiling had a positive effect on their learning.   

I think when you’re an active performer or when you’re in that sort of zone there’s a 

sort of charisma and mindset of a performer that I think you can learn from and that 

can subconsciously be rubbing off on you as well, because the way you approach 

things and behave is different when you’re actively performing and thinking along 

that track rather than just an academic sort of approach. (Female 3, personal 

communication, March 6, 2008) 

Students identified their teacher’s continued work as a performer as having greater 

artistic integrity. Several students felt that there was a definite link between professional 

standing and teacher credibility. These views concurred with those of a study conducted by 

Carole Presland (2005) of piano students at a UK conservatoire. Those students also viewed a 

performance profile as beneficial to teacher credibility and the potential for further 
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development in utilising their professional contacts, summed up by one participant as 

“trained for the profession and active in it” (p. 243).  

I think that’s an advantage to have a teacher who really does understand that and has 

been through that and is going through that at the same time. If you’re active in the 

field at the moment you know where things are at and how things are working. You 

can pass that on to your students and Margaret can obviously pass that on. (Female 3, 

personal communication, March 6, 2008) 

Australian voice teacher Patricia Price, who was forced to curtail her budding 

international career in the mid-1980s owing to a severe medical condition, said she had only 

recently begun playing professional recordings of her singing to her students as she felt 

without an active performance profile her credibility as a performer was diminished in the 

eyes of her students. “I worry a little bit they (the students) think I never did it. That’s 

probably why I am letting them in a little bit” (P. Price, personal communication, January 30, 

2011). 

Several students interviewed for this study commented on the personal qualities as 

well as aspects of professional persona which their teacher possesses and utilises in the 

teaching and learning exchange. These findings resonated with those qualities articulated by 

Helen Swank (in Blades-Zeller 2002) who lists the following attributes as desirable in a voice 

teacher: “patience, perseverance, is a role model, knows when to let go or when the student is 

ready for the next phase, has a good sense of humour, teaches creatively, an ability to 

analyse, cares about the student as a whole person, will not harm the singing voice, can help 

the student develop him or herself, can identify where a voice is headed, is free to share 

experiences” (p. 228).  

These insightful characteristics greatly enrich the somewhat superficial inventory of 

performer attributes which I compiled for a study conducted in 1999 as part of studying for 
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the Graduate Certificate in Higher Education (Griffith University) where I identified a 

professional singer as someone who was a genuinely expressive communicator, an astute 

musician, a skilled actor, proficient in foreign languages, versatile in musical repertoire and 

style, able to work as a team member and someone who was goal-oriented. In the context of 

student focus group interviews of QCGU classical voice students identified a number of 

attributes and themes which concurred with those listed above and identified by students, as 

important in the teaching and learning exchange. These included the qualities of empathy, 

sympathy, realism, and motivation. Other qualities identified through student focus group 

interviews included: my (teacher’s) way of presentation makes her stand out; my teacher 

knows what makes a professional; she understands how to isolate and address issues to do 

with performing in public; my teacher has an ability to identify with performance issues; she 

maintains the mindset and charisma of a performer; she encourages interaction with other 

voice professionals as imperative to learning. 

These aspects of performer/teacher persona will be explored in greater detail in 

chapter 5 where the ways in which the student perspective on performer identity will be 

shown to inform and support the data from teacher interviews as well as the literature review. 

The performer/teacher’s familiarity with the current professional environment and 

opportunities for engagement was a perception shared by a majority of students interviewed. 

Students also felt that their teacher had a current knowledge of vocal repertoire and its 

suitability. These findings supported comments made by Lynne Eustis in part 4.4, that 

students valued their teacher’s ability to utilise professional contacts and regarded this as a 

definite advantage. However, Gaunt (2011) reflects that the wide gulf which students 

perceive between their own ability and that of their teacher can encourage a form of 

dependency especially in those situations where teachers are in a position to secure 
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professional opportunities for their students’ budding ambitions (p. 162). Students at 

Queensland Conservatorium Griffith University echoed this, 

I think being an active performer/ teacher too; often those teachers have a lot more up- 

to- date contacts within the whole musical field, which is very advantageous to a 

young student or especially students that are getting to the stage where they’re able to 

perform” (Female 3, personal communication, March 3, 2008). 

This line of discussion continued across the group interviews: 

Often Margaret will recommend her students for gigs in a place. Also I think with  

performing trends, someone who has performed and had a great career 20 years ago, 

I’m not saying they don’t have a heck of a lot to offer to a student, but the sort of 

performance tend to change a little bit and if you’re active in the field at the moment 

you know where things are at and how things are working.” (Female 3, personal 

communication, March 6, 2008)  

Identifying the role of the performer/teacher in sharing experience and performance 

tips of specific repertoire also emerged as valuable to student learning: 

It’s also quite useful having a performing teacher because they’ll often have 

experience in the repertoire you’re singing and they’ll say, “Oh yes I performed this 

and you know this is how you should feel when you’re coming up to this phrase and 

you know I know that you get nervous when you perform so make sure an extra deep 

breath here because if you get into the habit now it means that if you’re feeling 

nervous on stage you won’t run out of breath.” (Student focus group, February 26, 

2008) 

Another interesting finding was the value that students placed on studying with a 

performer who had overcome technical difficulties of their own. Far from seeing this as a 

drawback, students viewed their teacher’s ability to work through their own technical and 
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performance related challenges as a distinct advantage a finding supported earlier in the 

discussion by Richard Miller and reflected back by other key commentators in the literature. 

She’s often spoken about when she was learning to sing in her first couple of years as 

a singer and I’ve been having a lot of problems with balancing out my lower register 

with my middle register and keeping it steady and she said often that she’s had similar 

problems when she first began singing and she’s used exercises that she found useful 

to help me do that.” (Student focus group, February 26, 2008) 

From the discussion it was clear that students recognised the seriousness with which 

their teacher takes their role as a performer; their teacher’s ability to empathise with issues 

such as performance anxiety, memorisation as well as the challenges of juggling everyday 

life with performing. Students strongly believed that performer teachers were well positioned 

to transfer knowledge from stage to studio, to share experiences of what’s expected in a ‘real-

life’ situation. Students also appreciated that a performer/teacher understands that what 

happens in the studio isn’t at all what happens when you’re onstage, a comment reflected 

back by Greg Massingham in part 4.4 who referred to the process of critical reflection which 

performers undertake following a performance and the ways in which these experiences and 

learnings, technical, artistic and psychological form a valuable pedagogical resource for 

performer/teachers, in the form of a ‘data bank’  of experiential knowledge. 

This view is substantiated in the following observations of voice students, who refer 

to specific learning in the form of aspects of vocal technique and performance skills such as 

memorisation as well as less tangible aspects of performing with which the performer/teacher 

has both an understanding and an affinity. 

I know, the technical facet of singing in that you know when I’ve done a new role or 

whatever I’ve been able to take it to her and say you know I’ve been asked to do this 

and she will tell me how it is that I can do that on the stage and continue singing. Also 
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characterisation and things also she’s covered so much repertoire as a performer that 

that’s really helpful too. (Student focus group, February 26, 2008) 

 

I think the teacher being a performer definitely affects the way you learn your music 

because I think if you’re not constantly having that experience yourself as a teacher 

perhaps things like having memory loss or something in performance – I think if 

you’re performing yourself I think you understand much more. (Student focus group, 

February 26, 2008) 

 

I think it’s a definite awareness of how you feel when you perform that she brings to 

the teaching studio which is very useful, (Student focus group, February 26, 2008).  

In this way students acknowledge a number of key themes that have appeared in the literature 

review and interviews with performer/teachers. The ways in which the role of performer 

knowledge impacts student learning both in the explicit and the tacit exchange may be 

summarised as follows: 

Student perceptions of performer knowledge focused on a belief that 

performer/teachers have familiarity with the current professional environment and its 

opportunities for engagement, as well as a current knowledge of repertoire and its suitability. 

They also expressed their appreciation for witnessing their teacher in performance as well as 

the preparation involved as an affirmation of their own learning path, citing additional 

benefits to learning through engagement in apprenticeship-style performances with their 

teachers. 

The ways in which the diverse elements of performer knowledge identified in this 

chapter converge with professional identity to shape the performer/teacher’s persona is 
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examined in the following discussion on performer identity and persona in one-to-one 

teaching setting. 
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Chapter Five: Performer Identity and Persona in the Studio 

5.1. Introduction 

This chapter examines the impact of the performer/teacher’s professional identity on the 

student learning experience, as well as the role that persona plays in determining the 

characteristics of the teaching and learning exchange. The Oxford English Dictionary defines 

identity firstly as: “The characteristics determining who or what a person or thing is.” For the 

purpose of this study, this can be interpreted as referring to the professional standing, 

personal and professional attributes, values and individual characteristics of the performer as 

teacher. The same dictionary defines persona as: “The aspect of someone’s character that is 

presented to or perceived by others,” closely linked to the second definition: “A role or 

character adopted by an author or an actor.” Both of these perspectives on the term persona 

emerged in the findings as being present and utilised either tacitly or explicitly by voice 

teachers interviewed for this study.  

Performers often find the concept of persona familiar from years of training in theatre 

practices and performance experience where the need to adopt a persona is implicit in 

characterisation and interpretation, and indeed necessary in maintaining a balanced and 

functioning whole as an artist. Eustis employs the term ‘ego’ (2013) rather than persona or 

identity, saying that a teaching ego and a performing ego represent “two distinct sides of 

ourselves” (p. xiii). This author also introduces another dimension to identity: that of “the 

voice” as separate from the person. “Dozens of singers I know will describe the actions of 

“the voice” as completely alien to their own desires, as though “the voice” itself were another 

person misbehaving in their relationship in an attempt to force separation” (2013, p. 5). Neil 

Semer shares his perspective on this common misconception:  
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I think a lot of singers think that the instrument is the sound, rather than the result of 

playing the instrument. We would never think that the sound of the piano is the piano. 

This is the piano in front of us, you play it and the sound comes out of it. But I think 

singers think that their sound is the voice, rather than “No, the voice is a muscle 

covered by a membrane worked by a number of muscles in a vocal tract with bones 

and cavities surrounding it.”  I spend, therefore, a lot time getting people to actually 

identify with their bodies, identify with their emotions and also identify with the 

ability to hear silence first. Vowels, consonants, space, sub-glottal pressure, paths 

through passaggi, pelvic floors, all these things start to construct something which we 

then hear as a song. But the singer has to be much more aware of the brushstroke that 

then creates the painting. (N. Semer, personal communication, April 7, 2008)  

While the former presents an interesting perspective, the term ego is not particularly 

applicable because of its specific affiliation with Freudian psychoanalysis, however Eustis 

(2013) employs the word ego in a similar context to identity, referring to teacher ego and 

singer ego as “two distinct sides of ourselves” (p. xvii). Studies such as those conducted by 

Gaunt (2006), Purser (2005), and Triantafyllaki (2010) (see Chapter 3), explore performer 

identity and its impact on one to one teaching primarily in instrumental disciplines. This 

chapter will examine the significance and impact of identity and persona of the 

performer/teacher on the student learning experience within the context of Australian tertiary 

vocal study.  

As presented in the literature review (Chapter 3), Janice Chapman (2012) identifies 

five categories of teacher profiles or identities within the tertiary classical voice sector in the 

United Kingdom: performer/teachers: professional singers who teach concurrently; retired 

professional singers who take up teaching at the end of their performance career; vocal 

coach/teacher:  a vocal repetiteur who has “subsequently taken on the role of singing teacher, 
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but who has never been a singer themselves”; the non/performer teacher, sometimes serving 

“as an apprentice to a senior teacher and; experienced teachers from the private sector “who 

have achieved a good reputation before being invited to join the staff of a conservatoire” (p. 

327). 

Similarly, Eustis (2013, p. xvii) identifies five categories containing similar attributes 

in her summary of teacher profiles in the American tertiary voice sector: professional singers 

who turned to teaching later; singers who have always been teachers; singers who eventually 

turned to other careers in music; other music professionals who have regular contact with 

voice teachers; current students of voice, some of whom are also teaching fellows.  

In the context of this study, it was found that voice teachers engaged at tertiary level 

within Australia fell into three categories:  

1. Teachers who pursued full time performance careers for a significant period of 

time, then retired from the stage to teach. 

2. Teachers who concurrently pursue both teaching and performance careers 

(some of whom have done so from the start of their professional lives). 

3. Teachers who have had relatively short performance careers and lengthy, 

distinguished teaching careers. 

Amongst a group of twelve interviewees I found an equal representation of active 

performer/teachers falling within the second category.  Non-active performer/teachers were 

represented by the first and third profile descriptions.  

Studies by Callaghan (1998) and Eustis (2013), identified in Chapter Three, found 

that performer identity permeated and in some ways subsumed teacher identity because most 

singers began their musical lives as performers and retained a deep affinity with their core 

identity as performer rather than as educator. Interviewees were asked to reflect on the 

identity of their own voice teachers, the impact of which will be explored in the subsequent 
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chapter.  The manifestation of performance persona within the master class setting and its 

role in vocal learning was also canvassed to some degree. 

 

5.2. The role of performer identity and persona in the teaching studio 

The role of performer identity and the way in which performers utilise performer identity in 

the teaching and learning environment emerged strongly in the findings for this study. 

Performer/teachers seemed to recognise the use of persona in creating professional identity 

both in the teaching studio and on the stage and that the ability of performer/teachers to 

utilise these roles as well as transition between them was a skill directly attributable to 

performance experience.   This resonated with the concept of singer/roles and teacher/roles 

circumscribed by McCarthy (in Chapman, 2006, pp. 169-170), Persson (1994, p. 89) who 

maintains that although teacher and performer are identities which may be attributed jointly 

to an individual, the two identities should be viewed in differing contexts, and Isbell (in 

Pellegrino, 2009, p. 44) who suggests that performer identity is a combination of how one is 

perceived by oneself as well as by others. (see Chapter Three).  Barry Ryan reflects on the 

role which persona plays in his professional profiles of performer and teacher: 

I say to them in my classes, whatever the style of performer you want to be is up to 

you. I'm not going to say you should be like this. But you have to develop a persona. 

I've developed Barry Ryan, the performer, which is ... a persona, yeah. In concert it’s 

much different to what I'm doing on stage as an opera singer. But you still have to 

develop that and the only way to do that, without fear, is to practice it over and over 

again so it's automatic. I have a teaching persona too. I try and make them laugh, relax 

and have fun. (B. Ryan, personal communication, January 7, 2009) 
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Andrew Dalton encourages students to seek to define their individual qualities and utilise 

those as their ‘calling card’ 

I say to a lot of my students to maintain their own voice, their own character. Don’t 

try and develop it into something that it’s not. Because it’s their individual sound, it’s 

their individual story that they carry with them, that hopefully will get them the job at 

the end of the day. (A. Dalton, personal communication, January 9, 2009) 

Greg Massingham identified the ability to adjust persona and apply it in the teaching studio, 

as a skill performers utilise both explicitly and tacitly.  

I think teaching, whether it is in a one to one situation or a work sort of situation or 

whatever, you certainly do take on a persona which is out of the ordinary. The persona 

changes from person to person. But the energy of the persona, whether it be sort of a 

little more earthy as I might be with some students, more hands off with other 

students, who are emotionally vulnerable, or downright aggressive with people who 

need to pull their proverbial finger out. They are all hopefully personalities from the 

same source. (G. Massingham, personal communication, July 3, 2008) 

Paul McMahon speaks of teaching and performing concurrently from the 

commencement of his professional life however he observes significant differences between 

the personae of the two roles. 

Performing and teaching have always gone together (for me). I hope students would 

see that as some sort of inspiration to their own future professional practice. I guess 

they would see a different side of me than the person they see in the teaching studio, 

and I see that as a positive thing. Depending on what it was that I was doing, they 

would definitely see a different side. (P. McMahon, personal communication, 

September 12, 2008) 
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As identified in chapter 3, my observations of my teaching videos highlighted the ways in 

which I appeared to have constructed a professional persona as a type of amalgamation of 

former teachers, conductors, coaches, colleagues, mentors, rivals, and others. Former prima 

ballerina and renowned ballet teacher Lucette Aldous (in Perkins, 2009) concurs, describing 

herself as “a hand-made dancer with a conglomeration of other people inside me”, (p. 13). I 

was curious to see if the ‘construction’ of my own artistic environment resonated with Anais 

Nin’s sentiments (Oakley, 1984 as cited in Ellis and Bochner, 2000): “I could not live in any 

of the worlds offered to me … I believe one writes because one has to create a world in 

which to live” (p. 746). I suspect the same was possibly true for the environment that I had 

constructed for myself and the persona I had assumed within it. It appeared to me that in my 

grieving for a curtailed career in Europe, I had constructed an environment for myself 

wherein I carried those with whom I would rather be with or those individuals whom I had 

emulated. In my role as teacher, I had ‘constructed’ someone I would like to learn from, 

someone to look after my ‘inner singer’, an observation expanded further in reflections by 

Janice Chapman, in Chapter 6.  In an extract detailed in that chapter, I note the presence of a 

distinct pedagogical construct, with a teaching persona representing some characteristics of 

former voice teachers and vocal coaches.  

On closer reflection, my teaching persona also appeared to incorporate those elements 

which I regard as missing from my persona as a singer. The teacher I viewed was confident, 

assured, competent and personally engaged with the student. The performer I am ‘performs’ 

confidence and assurance, but is vulnerable and insecure and simulates a ‘shared’ experience 

with an audience. This relates to the findings linking persona with psychological armour, 

discussed in chapter 4.  Eustis (2013) identifies something similar in the shift of persona 

between teacher and performer. “I felt a confidence and assurance as a teacher that I had 

never felt as a singer. Somehow in the teaching studio I knew that I would be able to help the 
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person standing in front of me, and I had already seen the way in which that confidence gave 

the student permission to go with me on the path” (p. 90). Paul McMahon reflected on 

elements of performer identity in formulating a teaching persona in the following statement: 

Do I have a performance persona and a teaching persona? Possibly, yes. I would hope 

that if my students were sitting in the audience, they would see someone who was 

happy to be there, who was confident but not over the top. But I guess I’d say that 

about the teaching side as well. That I would give them the impression I was very 

happy to be there even though sometimes I’m not. And that I’m engaging with them 

as the student as I’m engaging with the audience. I guess I would be looking more 

relaxed in a teaching studio than I would necessarily in an oratorio performance or 

something like that. I guess there are two different sides to it, yeah. And actually once 

I start teaching I kind of just switch off from what I’ve been doing (performance-

wise), and I’m working in a different way. (P. McMahon, personal communication, 

September 12, 2008) 

Andrew Dalton identified elements of persona and performer identity in the form of 

modelling as well as the value of setting an example to students as he reflected on the 

challenges he faced juggling a major principal role in Handel’s Giulio Cesare for Opera 

Australia with heading the vocal department at the Canberra School of Music, Australian 

National University, in the mid-1990s:  

I think overall it was a positive thing for the students to observe you getting on with 

that other part of your life. And I think for the students to be that closely involved as 

well, invariably I would be under pressure. And maybe I’d be saying to a student in 

the context of a lesson, I’ve still got to memorise Act III or Scene IV and I just can’t 

get my head around it. Or there’s an ensemble which I’m finding difficult learning by 

myself; I need to hear the other four voices, or whatever. That probably, I suspect, 
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would have been interesting for a young student to observe and hear that coming from 

the horse’s mouth. There I was out there doing it, and they could hear you saying 

“well it’s hard work balancing all these plates at the same time.” I think it’s a 

privilege for the students to have that intimacy with a performer. (A. Dalton, personal 

communication, January 8, 2009) 

In reflecting on teaching diary entries which formed part of my auto-ethnographic 

study (see Chapter One), the role of persona, both that of performer and teacher emerged 

strongly as a pedagogical characteristic. Of significance, was the way in which I not only 

utilised my performance persona to identify and communicate aspects of performance 

practice, style, characterisation and so forth to the student, but the way in which my 

experience as performer and learner had created a teaching persona which I brought to the 

studio environment, demonstrated in the concluding statement of my teaching diary. 

I am aware of the powerful role which persona plays in the educational process and 

the success in communicating with performers. I feel a strong connection to the 

performer’s persona and recognise in students the need to develop that side to 

themselves which is ‘separate’ to their personality. I am also aware of how my 

personality shapes their ideas, their motivation, their values, their benchmarks, their 

discipline, their concept of professional life as a musician. Perhaps my feeling of loss 

of time, or squandered opportunities fuels my drive to instil in students the 

appreciation for solid technique, for discipline, for drive and determination, for 

proficiency and independence on all levels. (M. Schindler, unpublished teaching 

diary) 
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5.3. Impact of change in identity 

For the purpose of this study, the interface of singer identity with teacher identity is 

examined within the context of teacher profiles. In the field of classical voice, the traditional 

pathway has been for performers to maintain a career, retire from the stage, and then teach. 

This common career trajectory is identified by Miller (1998) and substantiated by Callaghan 

(2000); (see Chapter Three), who maintains that while many performers teach to supplement 

their income, “those who devote themselves to teaching usually do so after some kind of 

career as a singer” (p. 112). Challenging this traditional profile is the seasonal nature of 

employment for singers, as well as the sheer volume of singers competing for performance 

engagements within an ever-changing industry. This has led a growing number of performers 

to expand their professional practice to include pedagogy. American voice teacher Helen 

Swank (in Blades-Zeller 2002, p. 231) suggests “Not a lot of performers start teaching 

because they quit performing. There is now a different direction”. Stanberg and Bennett 

(2006) refer to the growth in the number of performers seeking to broaden their professional 

profile through teaching as a significant shift in identity profiles (p. 1) while voice teacher 

Barry Ryan maintains that in Europe the performer/teacher model “especially in Germany - is 

common practice” (B. Ryan, personal communication, January 7, 2009). 

Several interviewees commented on the impact of a change in identity from performer 

to teacher or to a dual career path of performing and teaching. This shift in identity is referred 

to in the literature by Huhtanen (in Creech et al., 2004, p. 220) as one that is frequently 

accompanied by emotions of grief, fear, resentment and/or a threat to sense of self. Patricia 

Price identified with this experience however felt that at times the grief at losing such a huge 

part of her identity re- emerges from time to time, “I think I closed the door and I don’t 

mourn it (performing) although there are times when I’m sad that I can’t sing well anymore 

for my students” (P. Price, personal communication, January 30, 2011). 
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Several teachers interviewed for this study had taught and performed concurrently 

throughout their professional lives, so did not experience a sudden altering of professional 

identity even as the ratio of performing to teaching subtly changed over the years. “It wasn't 

like it got to a point; it was ‘Oh my God, what's happening to my life or my career?’ No. It 

was a natural thing that happened with my voice and career and I just followed it” (B. Ryan, 

personal communication, January 7, 2009). Voice teacher Greg Massingham taught and 

performed concurrently throughout his professional life, 

Immediately after my formal studies, I started teaching in a tertiary institution. This 

was part time for some years and then it grew into a full time position. So in fact both 

skill sets grew concurrently because I continued to have performing experience as I 

was teaching, mostly in a particular genre, in oratorio and concert work rather than 

opera. But they were concurrent from day one. I found teaching an interesting adjunct 

to what I had been doing. I have always been interested in the confluence of the arts 

and the background behind what we do, technically, artistically and musically. I loved 

exchanging those sorts of ideas with people and in this case now with students. I liked 

the chemistry of mixing performing and teaching. One does feed the other very, very 

much. (G. Massingham, personal communication, July 3, 2008) 

Some interviewees had moved into teaching following a vocal crisis or in response to 

other external factors, while others spoke of a gradual move towards a teaching dominant 

profile whilst maintaining a degree of professional singing. This latter category resonated 

with Janice Chapman who spoke of the way in which she reconciled a growing teaching 

profile with her need to remain connected to performing identity.  

For me I think the performing, by the time I was 80 per cent a teacher and 20 per cent 

a performer, a great deal of juggling of energy had to go on. You need to revisit the 

performer as much as you can. Performer teachers provide a model of what the 
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student’s journey is going to be like as well. You have to revisit that. And all of those 

things inform your teaching in a way that really is very important. You need to revisit 

the performer as much as you can. For my soul as a singer I still need to put that third 

dimension, that audience there. And maybe it’s an ego thing but I don’t think it is. It’s 

more like an exchange of love at this point. And I still need it. It’s sad really, but there 

you go. (J. Chapman, personal communication, October 8, 2006) 

Voice teacher Patricia Price rebelled against the idea of teaching when a severe 

medical condition left her suddenly unable to sing.  

This shift in identity, I think it was a very personal thing. I had given up a career that 

was in the ascendant very much more than his (husband Michael) was in Europe so it 

was a domestic thing as well. I think it probably does help to embed it (performance) 

in your teaching of the students, so that they actually know you have been there and 

done it and they can hear that you were okay. (P. Price, personal communication, 

January 30, 2011) 

Maree Ryan offers this personal perspective, 

I began teaching at around the age of 32 after I’d had my first child. I basically 

changed direction (from performance) on a totally practical decision, (no family 

support and doctor husband working long hours) and once I decided to stop singing, I 

just didn’t do any more and made a conscious decision, because I knew that it would 

be too difficult emotionally to do both. I was worried that if I kept singing it would be 

too difficult on the family situation. I say I just started teaching and really enjoyed it. 

The truth is I wanted to have a marriage, and I wanted to have a family situation, not 

having any family in New South Wales at all. I had to nurture that in order to survive. 

You can’t say that to people. So I just say that I enjoyed teaching so much I let the 

other lapse. You would be the only person that knows that because I don’t talk about 
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it. There is a change in role when your identity shifts. I needed to lay something (my 

singing) to rest. I know I sing through my students. (M. Ryan, personal 

communication, December 22, 2010)  

In reflecting on my own views early in my career and before I commenced teaching, I was 

one of those people who secretly viewed teaching as the “refuge of the failed performer” 

(Durrant, 1992, cited in Persson, 1996, p. 45). Although there has been considerable 

examination of identity shifts in performers who make a move to education, the perception of 

singers who are engaged as teachers retains a tacit stigma of compromise identified by 

Callaghan (2000, p. 112) and also Lee (1997) who refers to teaching as the “consolation prize 

for not finding work as a performer” (p. 9). Whilst practitioners may recognise the prevalence 

of portfolio careers, Weller (2004) suggests, “The education of musicians has altered very 

little in that performance students tend to view teaching as a “fall-back career” if they “fail” 

to make it big in the performing arena” (p. 252), a view echoed by Anna Connolly: “When I 

was 18, 19, 20 what I was going to be was a successful singer singing at Covent Garden. If 

somebody had said to me then that I would be a successful teacher working in a university, 

my thoughts would have been ‘failure, complete loser’. That would have been the case right 

up until my mid-thirties, in actual fact, even though I was teaching a lot, that the second class 

citizen is the teacher but that's the way we were fed.” (A. Connolly, personal communication, 

May 25, 2011). 

 

5.4. The role of self in performer/teacher identity 

The role which a sense of self plays in formulating performer/teacher identity 

emerged to intersect with findings relating to persona. The ways in which this aspect of 

identity impacts a teacher’s pedagogical style will be discussed in the following chapter. 
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However, a number of interviewees highlighted the significance of ‘self’ and its agency in 

shaping performer identity and persona. Janice Chapman’s reflections on her early experience 

as a singer were amongst the most telling:  

It was like my whole personality was tied up in my ability to sing. I only existed as a 

person if I sang well. And to sing well wasn’t enough; I had to sing like a goddess and 

anything less than that made me feel less of a person. And of course ultimately that’s 

a very, very negative thing for a singer to be. You need to be a person who is happy 

with themselves as a person, who also sings, but those things interact with each other 

so deeply it’s very hard to separate them out. How can you not be injured when 

somebody says something nasty in the newspaper or to your face, or a conductor 

abuses you in front of an orchestra? How can you not be injured in a way that’s 

similar to kicking the leg off a grand piano or making a great big scratch in a 

Stradivarius violin? They’re injuring the singer; they’re injuring the person, unless the 

singer has a good sense of self, which I didn’t have as a young person. (J. Chapman, 

personal communication, October 8, 2006)  

Her comments are supported in the literature by Smith (2007) and Eustis (2013) who speaks 

of the uniqueness of singers as musicians because their instrument is housed within the body 

and therefore inextricably linked to the individual as a whole. “Over time we come to believe 

that our most authentic self-worth is founded on our vocal talents” (p. xvii). June Anderson 

(in Matheopoulos, 1992) concurs, “I know her (referring to herself) as a singer, but I’ve 

always disregarded her as a person. The woman in me was always submerged in the artist.” 

(p. 25). Rosen (D.C), Sataloff (R.T), Evans, (H.W.) and Hawkshaw, (M.J.) (1993), discuss 

perceptions of self and the role of emotions for voice students and professional singers. The 

authors identify the concept of three “selves”, purported by Karen Horney as a theory which 

serves to illuminate aspects of the performer’s psyche and persona. “The actual self is the 
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sum total of the individual’s experience, the real self is responsible for harmonious 

integration; and the idealised self sets up unrealistically high expectation and results in self-

hatred and self-alienation (p. 32). 

Andrew Dalton (2009) suggested that experienced singers have an awareness of self 

which allows them to recognise their own limitations: vocally, physically, technically and 

psychologically, in terms of repertoire choice and scheduling of performances and that this 

characteristic makes them more open to analysis and continuous learning, qualities which are 

of major benefit to student learning. Stephen Grant concurs, 

A couple of times, I took on something that was a little bit outside of the range of 

what I could or could not sing for my voice type. I guess I know now, where the limits 

of my own knowledge are. But it was important to have experienced that level of fear, 

and realised that the sky was not going to fall in. (S. Grant, personal communication, 

5 January, 2009) 

This line of discussion segued into the impact of vocal injury or vocal crisis on 

performer identity, an issue identified by a majority of interviewees as being pivotal in 

determining their respective pedagogical emphases and in some cases, directing them into 

teaching. Reid, Bybee and Ford (2002) and Eustis (2013) express what singers commonly 

feel in such situations, the latter stating, “My voice equals me: therefore, if my voice doesn’t 

live up to others’ standards, neither do I as a person” (Eustis, 2013, p. 2). There remains a 

perceived lack of understanding or support for ‘failure’ within the performance culture, in 

spite of an increase in the number of highflying professional singers who admit to vocal 

pathologies or vocal crises, such as Natalie Dessay (Canning, 2007) and Renee Fleming 

(2004). The growing sophistication in surgical treatment for a range of vocal pathologies such 

as vocal fold nodules, cysts and polyps and vocal fold haemorrhage has gone some way 

towards de-stigmatising these events in a singer’s life however the psychological impact of 
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vocal surgery and the return to performing post-operatively is often accompanied by fear and 

insecurity, leading to loss of confidence and other psychological issues. Several 

commentators suggest ‘wounded’ professional singers are not supported in the way that 

injured athletes are sidelined and rehabilitated. Dosher argues, “Too many people are using 

phrases like ‘get out of the kitchen if you can’t stand the heat.’ I don’t believe in that, either 

at the training level or at the professional level. I don’t that’s the way human beings behave 

and I think encouragement and support is the best thing you can do” (in Blades-Zeller, 2002, 

p. 221). Miller, (1993) concurs, “The sharing of information, not masterful dominance, 

encouragement, not intimidation, produces the rapport between teacher and student that 

makes learning possible” (p. 26-27). 

Anna Connolly describes a vocal crisis of her own early in her singing career: 

Singing had never been hard for me. It had always been really easy. I was very 

connected to singing and what to do with music. I understood music and I was 

musical, so to have it go wrong was actually quite shocking. The damage had been 

done to my confidence. (A. Connolly, personal communication, May 25, 2011) 

Neil Semer reflects on the circumstances which led to the cessation of his singing career.  

When I got that illness, although I certainly don’t feel that now, at the time I could 

have just as easily have been amputated at my thigh as I could have lost my voice.  I 

don’t think I’m being dramatic by saying it was that painful; that loss was huge and 

agonising. (N. Semer, personal communication, April 7, 2008) 

 The themes which emerged from this discussion resonated strongly with my own 

experience of reconciling a change in professional identity from performer to 

performer/teacher (see chapter one) following my return to Australia from Germany where I 

sustained a vocal injury, and a subsequent period of re-training in London, which set me on 

the path to full recovery. The sense of loss which accompanied this change in not only my 
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working profile but in the perception of my truest self took years to reconcile. For a long time 

I would wake in the night feeling overwhelmingly dislocated and anxious, reliving the series 

of events which led to my changed circumstances, unable to accept the very different 

pathway my life appeared to be taking. Eventually, I would come to appreciate the 

opportunities for growth which arise from adversity and recognise the potential for the 

performer/teacher identity to enrich the learning experiences of my students and myself 

simultaneously. The experiences of other interviewees and the way in which these events 

shaped their pedagogical practice will be explored in the subsequent chapter.   

5.5. Performer Identity in the Masterclass setting 

The role of performer identity comes to the fore perhaps most potently in the staging 

of master classes. These events, public or closed, serve as vehicles for showcasing the 

knowledge, personae and identities of individual performers and also provide open 

demonstration of the performer’s musical insights, technical approaches as well as articulate 

their experiences as performers and teachers. The intrinsic value of master classes 

pedagogically is widely debated in the literature by such commentators as Miller (1996), who 

indicates that all too often master classes given by singers of renown lack pedagogical 

substance or statements which are not anatomically correct, “To confuse performance 

charisma with masterful pedagogy is to exclaim over the beauty of the naked monarch’s 

clothing”, (p. 35). Eustis (2013), argues that “masterclasses tend to favour extroverted 

personalities, and they do not show us how the teacher will function in a one-to-one 

situation”, (p. 30) while Barnes (2009), questions the validity of “the star teacher, who had an 

illustrious (though sometimes short-lived) international singing career” (p. 30). 

The potential for psychological damage to master class participants is exemplified in 

Janice Chapman’s scathing critique of a master class delivered by a preeminent singer. 



95 
 

I have a student at one of the prestigious academies in London who was handpicked to 

on a master class with a famous, recently retired diva. And for some reason unknown 

to anybody the diva took an instant dislike to this girl. She’s a beautiful singer, a 

staggeringly good singer. She sang two notes and the diva said, “No, no, you have the 

problem technical [sic], I don’t think I can work with this”. I mean this was 

disgusting, scandalous. I was so livid I wanted to go and strangle the woman. I think 

that’s unconscionable because this woman has massive charisma, a high profile in the 

world. And for this syndrome to be imposed upon our 22 year olds, our 23 year olds, 

who are burgeoning with talent, blossoming, and needing positive feedback and little 

bits of help and good modelling and whatever else you can get in a master class, the 

last thing you need is something like that. And I find that quite disgusting, I think it 

should be actionable; it should be possible to sue somebody for that. (J. Chapman, 

personal communication, October 8, 2006) 

Patricia Price concurs, voicing her concerns about the efficacy of master classes as 

teaching vehicles, “Master classes are about a quick fix or about the person taking them. I just 

can’t deal with teachers that stand up in a master class and talk about their own careers” (P. 

Price, personal communication, January 30, 2011). 

Maree Ryan gives a more positive account of her experience of masterclasses: 

The students like them [master classes] because when [soprano] Emma Matthews 

comes in they get such a thrill and they’re so excited to sing for her, and she’s 

charming and lovely to them, and so generous. They get a real lift. However, I think 

fundamentally it’s a bit of a band aid job. Barry Ryan and (baritone) Michael Lewis 

are similar in that they have this sort of animal energy when they do master classes. 

It’s quite captivating to watch, because it’s so entertaining in itself. I think that’s good 
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because it lifts the energy and adrenalin level of the performer, but I’m not sure it can 

be emulated. (M. Ryan, personal communication, December 22, 2010) 

Andrew Dalton highlights aspects of the tacit exchange which is characteristic of master 

classes: 

Students have the enormous privilege to observe, in what all these different people 

bring to their respective master classes or coaching sessions, the subtext of what really 

is going on. And it’s for them to put together. Cos’ they’re not children; they’re young 

men and women. They’re no fools. They work a lot of this out themselves. (A. 

Dalton, personal communication, January 9, 2009) 

The master/apprentice teaching model is often represented in the masterclass setting as well 

as in the one to one learning and teaching environment. This model appears frequently in the 

literature of the past ten years (see Stanberg and Bennett, 2006, also Gaunt 2006). Yet many 

great performers are limited in what they can offer in this regard. Barry Ryan expressed his 

disappointment at the inability of many institutional guests and performing staff to work 

effectively with tertiary vocal students in the master class setting, 

We've had some fabulous singers come here to give master classes. It was painfully 

obvious to me from the get go however, that they didn't know what they were talking 

about. That they actually knew what they were doing but they couldn't impart that to 

the students. (B. Ryan, personal communication, January 7, 2009) 

Joseph Ward expresses a profoundly insightful view on master classes:  

I think the only person who comes out well in the master class in the person who is 

doing the class. It’s so easy to make a young person under pressure do what you want 

them to do. They’ll do something because they’re pressed into doing it and everything 

will fall into place and the audience will think he’s got that out of them, but it’s a 

fake. The student doesn’t remember most of it because they’re nervous and because 
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an audience is listening to them. (J. Ward, personal communication, February 18, 

2009) 

Neil Semer ripostes with a glowing account of what he deemed a true master class given by 

the renowned, late Dutch soprano Elly Ameling: 

She, with a beautiful musicality and poetic sense, inspired and challenged people’s 

poetry and musicality.  To very good effect.  I like it when I see master classes of that 

sort, because they’re honestly what they are.  I see many other master classes with the 

feeblest of manipulations and no real sound pedagogy. (N. Semer, personal 

communication, April 7, 2008) 

In this way, we see that the masterclass as a pedagogical vehicle has the potential to 

impact student learning in both a positive and a negative way, showcasing personal and 

professional identity and persona however resulting in inconsistent pedagogical outcomes.  

 

5.6. Influence of performer/teacher identity and power of persona 

Eustis (2013) states, “Few outside the smallish world of singers and singing will 

comprehend just how much impact a teacher’s ego can have. Vocal pedagogy differs starkly 

from that in other academic disciplines. Unlike a conventional teacher-student relationship in 

which the educator works with a pupil for a single year or semester, there is the unstated idea 

that singing teachers and their students bond for life” (Foreword, p. xiii). This area of 

discussion examines the influence of a performer/teacher’s identity and the role of their 

performance persona as well as their teaching persona as an agency for change in the 

teaching and learning studio.  In reflecting on the professional identities of their own 

teachers, a small majority of interviewees had been taught by retired performers, with the 

remainder having been taught by active performer/teachers with varying levels of 
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engagement as professional operatic and/or concert singers. Rowena Cowley made this 

observation about the identity of her voice teacher Janet Delpratt and its influence on her in 

ways other than that of vocal craft and performance. 

Jan’s importance to me was not that she managed to make me learn how to sing, bless 

her, but that she most definitely modelled an intelligent singer/ teacher who seemed 

like somebody that might be worth emulating and took a path of open mindedness and 

curiosity and not pretending to know it all. (R. Cowley, personal communication, 

April 12, 2008) 

Greg Massingham spoke of the fundamental role his voice teacher, renowned tenor Sir Peter 

Pears played in determining his musical pathway. 

His was the voice that turned me to music. Hearing his voice was the Saint Paul on 

the road to Damascus moment for me. In many ways his voice was the thing that 

actually turned me to music as an art form. I was terrified every single lesson. I was in 

such awe of the man that I don’t think my brain was ever able to absorb much. But 

learning from him did confirm that I wanted to be singer. I learnt from him the 

greatness of music. His was a voice that spoke for all humanity. (G. Massingham, 

personal communication, July 3, 2008) 

The autobiographical essay contained in Chapter 1, highlighting the way in which I 

idolised my early voice teachers and placed complete trust in them, is testament to the power 

and influence these individuals often have not just over our voices but our entire lives. 

Renowned soprano Grace Bumbry (in Matheopoulos, 1991) speaking about her voice 

teacher, performer Lotte Lehmann, explains, “I always say my mother gave me my first birth 

and Madame Lehmann gave me my second. She opened me to the world” (p. 258), while 

Dame Nellie Melba (in O’Bryan, 2010) speaks of her teacher Madame Marchesi as “the first 

woman who really began my education. Not only was she my artistic mother-she was my 
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guide and sponsor in other things as well.  I knew nothing of life” (p. 53). Joseph Ward refers 

to his voice teacher Margreta Kraus as “salvation” (2009) while Kiri Te Kanawa insists, “My 

rule is never to listen to anybody except for myself and my teacher, Vera Rosza” (in 

Matheopoulos, 1991, p. 217). 

 

5.7. Student perceptions of teacher identity 

The ways in which students regard their teacher’s identity revealed a range of findings 

which resonated with those gleaned from teacher interviews.  Standard tools for student 

evaluations of teachers or SETS are often orientated around course content and delivery. Key 

aspects of student perceptions of their teacher’s professional identity and its impact on their 

learning experience are contained in the following two excerpts: 

That intellectual flexibility that I think she’s showing makes me trust her because  

I am a bit worried about that closed type of thinking, especially where progress in all 

fields, whether it be singing or whatever, is achieved through innovation to an extent. 

Some mistakes are made and whatever, so I suppose I appreciate the Renaissance 

style of woman that she represents- a way of looking at education and teaching that’s 

very modern. I think that’s what made Margaret so capable at what she does. It’s 

because she is a performer and she’s very good at what she does, and she’s a teacher 

and she’s very, very good at what she does in terms of teaching and understanding. 

(Female 2, personal communication, March 3, 2008)  

She’s not I suppose a huge international artist, she’s very well known in Australia as 

equally for her teaching as for her performing, so I suppose in some ways that people 

know her as the dual role not so much as just the performer. (Student focus group, 

personal communication, February 26, 2008) 
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Teacher emulation referred to in Gaunt’s study (2011) in Chapter 4.5 and its link to 

professional identity is reflected back in this observation from one student: 

I find now with Margaret, when you see her perform you think that’s what I want and 

that’s what I want to aspire to. Margaret’s a perfect example, that it is possible to be a 

serious performer and a teacher at the same time and I think they do complement each 

other very well in some respects because you bring your performance experience into 

the studio. Also because you’re teaching you bring solutions from the studio into your 

own performance life and I think they balance each other out very well. You find 

yourself emulating certain things that you’ve observed in the studio or in 

performance. (Student focus group, personal communication, February 26, 2008) 

This finding is supported by Rosen, Sataloff, Evans & Hawkshaw (1993), “The voice 

student enters a hierarchical relationship in which he or she has chosen a teacher whose 

reputation, skill and judgement is trusted and desired. In much the same model as the 

physician-patient relationship, the student imbues the teacher with the power to transform, 

correct and produce the voice. In exchange for this, he or she relinquishes a measure of 

control, resulting in vulnerability and responses which vacillate between adoration and 

hatred” (p. 32). 

In response to a question as to what constituted a ‘good’ professional profile, students 

from one focus group interview described as being the following: 

Demand. Peer regard. Whether you’re viewed as a professional among other   

professionals. Her outlook and that sort of thing, her motivation, her presence and 

way of presentation makes her stand out as well. (Student, personal communication, 

March 6, 2008) 

This view is confirmed by Eustis (2013) who states, “Certain behaviours are expected 

of the professional singer; dressing attractively and professionally, managing weight, and 
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interacting with a considerable degree of social confidence and grace. These things are non-

negotiable” (p. 82). Brookfield (1990), suggests that student learning can be enriched through 

modelling of these professional expectations. “Showing that you know where you are going, 

and why you believe it’s important to take students there with you, imbues the students with a 

sense of confidence. They realise they are under the guidance of someone who is 

experienced, insightful and above all, committed” (pp. 19-20). 

The following comment reflects Andrew Dalton’s observation earlier in this chapter, 

about the benefits to students witnessing professional identity in action, through their 

teacher’s preparation for performance: 

Some more of the pros are as a performer you can relate more to your student. You 

can understand more of what they might be going through with various issues of 

performing, like nerves or memorisation or just juggling everyday life and 

performing. I think that’s an advantage to have a teacher who really does understand 

that and has been through that and is going through that at the same time. (Female 3, 

personal communication, March 6, 2008) 

This type of professional modelling echoes the views expressed by Perry (1988) whose 

observations regarding the role of modelling not just in terms of skilling but in providing 

students with a sense of reassurance and empathy in an uncertain world, remain relevant 

today. “They (students) seek a way to make commitments to career, companions, values and 

to make them wholeheartedly in a world in which knowledge and meaning are tentative. In 

the midst of this challenge, they seek support in models, especially in their teachers. In 

providing this support, the best we can do is to let them see that we share with them the risks 

that inhere in all commitments. Thus their sense of ultimately aloneness in their affirmations 

becomes itself a bond of community” (p. 159). 
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Paul McMahon maintains, “A teacher who’s never performed significantly can’t 

really advise a student on how to deal with performance nerves because they don’t have that 

kind of experience” (Paul McMahon interview 12 Sept, 2008). This view was supported in 

comments from QCGU students in group interviews conducted for this study.  

The part that kicks in with the performer, that doesn’t always kick in without a 

performer/teacher is when you’re nervous or say when your posture is too tight or you 

can’t breathe, how do you take knowing what muscles those are and what you’re 

supposed to be doing and adjust it quickly so you can save yourself while you’re out 

in the middle? It’s learning how to think on your feet while respecting the physical 

process that goes on. (P. McMahon, personal communication, September 12, 2008) 

Students commented on the link between professional identity and teacher credibility with 

students identifying the benefits of a teacher who is actively engaged as a performer. The 

following comment reflects back the views expressed by teacher Patricia Price in 4.5 

regarding the perceived threat to teacher credibility when a performance profile has been 

curtailed or significantly diminished early on. 

I only had one other teacher of any significance and she also had performed when she 

was younger but probably hadn’t really performed for maybe as much as 15 years. 

She had a reasonably high profile as a performer but nonetheless when we’d be 

discussing sort of performance aspects of whatever I would sort of dismiss what she 

had to say because it had been so long since she performed and I’d hardly ever seen 

her perform myself. You know like not even at student concerts and that sort of thing. 

So I found that I lost confidence in her knowledge in that respect. (Student focus 

group, personal communication, February 26, 2008) 
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I think they also see how much preparation is involved and how meticulous your 

preparation has to be, not just from a vocal perspective, but from a musical 

perspective. I'm applying all of those things that I'm telling them, to what I do on 

stage, I think is a great advantage. I's like a consolidating thing, that they can go and 

say, “Okay it works.” An affirmation, absolutely. (B. Ryan, personal communication, 

January 7, 2009) 

However Paul McMahon (2008) said he would “count it as a negative” if his students 

attended a performance and “felt intimidated by it, or didn’t like it.”  

I personally had such an experience when a number of my students witnessed my 

performance of Berio’s Sequenza III for solo female voice. The work requires the performer 

to explore the musical which exists within primal sounds such as laughter, sobbing, whining, 

clicking, and whispering and in having to move from sung sounds to traditionally non-vocal 

or non-musical sounds. It is a playful piece of theatre, described as being a ‘portrait of a 

woman’ and requiring the performer to characterise extensively in a disinhibited manner. A 

raw sensuality pervades the work as the singer transitions between spoken and sung elements.  

The work is so uniquely evocative it’s as though the performer enters an operating state 

which differs from conventional communication in performance and is almost removed from 

the process.  Perhaps it was this characteristic which proved most disconcerting for my 

students and upsetting of their preconceptions of my performing persona and identity. 

Whatever their reasoning, my students could barely look at me let alone speak to me 

following my performance:  it was as though they had seen me naked. Margaret Harshaw 

draws a similar analogy in her observations of what it is to perform, “When you perform, 

truly, you’re like a house with all the doors and windows open. That is, you’re completely 

vulnerable when you perform” (Harshaw in Ames 1998, p. 44). This element of human 

vulnerability was identified in student interviews as linked to performer/teacher credibility. 
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It’s good to see that everything that she teaches you comes across in her performance, 

like it wouldn’t be very good if the teacher’s telling you everything then you can’t see 

anything. It’s very good to be able to link what she’s trying to say to you re technique 

in with her actually doing it. She always explains it well and then if you see her 

performing using that technique it’s a lot easier to understand because you can see it 

happening, and it gives you a much better perspective on how you can make it work 

for yourself. And you know it works. You know the techniques actually do work. I 

think it also creates a bit of a humanistic thing. Seeing her perform makes it for me 

realise that she is a performer just like me, she goes through nerves she goes through 

all that. (Student focus group, personal communication, February 26, 2008) 

In conclusion, it was found that the role of performer identity and persona in the 

teaching studio comprised multiple layers which shaped both the explicit and the tacit 

exchange in one to one teaching and learning. The role of the performer as a model of the 

profession emerged as central to the ways in which students orientate their studies and 

themselves towards professional life as a musician.  Teachers reflected on the impact of 

moving from a performance- oriented career to a dual career path of teaching and performing 

and the sense of grief and loss which sometimes accompany this change in identity. 

Compounding perceptions of a tacit institutional bias (identified in teacher interviews) which 

values performing skills above teaching skills, students were found to link professional 

identity including performer reputation, to teacher credibility. Of special significance was the 

role of performer identity and persona in the delivery of master classes and the ways in which 

this particular pedagogical vehicle impacts the student learning experience both positively 

and negatively.  
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The ways in which experience, both personal and professional, shape the pedagogical 

content and voice teachers within the context of this study, is explored in the following 

chapter.  
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Chapter Six: Experience Influencing Pedagogy 

6.1. Introduction 

The ways in which performers utilise their knowledge and experience and apply it to 

the one to one teaching process is largely dependent upon their individual journeys. 

Formative experiences as a learner and young professional, as well as ongoing activity as 

performer, teacher, and learner/researcher serve to shape the pedagogical emphasis and 

determine the level of scrutiny a teacher applies to their own work as well as themselves. “To 

be able to see other people with clarity you have to see yourself with clarity.” (N. Semer, 

personal communication, April 7, 2008). Chapman concurs, “My own story is an integral part 

of the journey to my current philosophy and methodology.” (2006, p.xvii) 

This chapter investigates the ways in which the experience of the performer/teacher 

shapes the characteristics of the pedagogical approach. In doing so, it seeks to investigate 

how performer knowledge (identified in chapter 4) is utilised in the one to one teaching of 

classical voice. Extracts from teacher interviews serve to illuminate the role these individual 

‘stories’ play in shaping the explicit and tacit aspects of the teaching and learning exchange. 

Several key themes emerged as consequences of these accounts, including the significance of 

teacher lineage and early experiences as learners, the role of modelling in one-to-one voice 

teaching as well as student perceptions of learning outcomes in studying with a 

performer/teacher.  

 

6.2. ‘Teach as you were taught’ 

“Great teachers leave legacies”, state Watkins and Scott (2012, p. 30), a view strongly 

supported by Harshaw (in van Sant, 1996) as well as Miller (2004) who states “Every teacher 
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of singing is indebted to one or more pedagogic lineages.” In making a case for the role 

which voice science has played in informing vocal pedagogy from Manuel Garcia’s 19th 

century invention of the laryngoscope which enabled the observation of vocal fold activity, 

he states, “Even a truncated list of historically famous teachers includes the names of those 

who based their pedagogic hypotheses on an understanding of acoustic and physical 

information. Among them are Louis Bachner, Mario Basiola, Enrico dell Sedie, Jen de Reske, 

Manuel Garcia, Harry Plunket Green, Leo Kofler, Francesco Lamperti, Giovanni Battista 

Lamperti, Luigi Ricci, Vera Rosza, Giovanni Sbriglia, Emma Seile, Herbert Witherspoon”, 

(p. 224). Barnes (2009) speaks of good teachers as “generalists: they strive to teach the means 

to a healthy and reliable vocal technique, using vocabulary and imagery passed down through 

a line of teachers that may extend back to Garcia, Lamperti, Marchesi, Vaccai or others, 

combined with modern vocal pedagogy” (p. 30). 

With reference to the specific method of teaching as one was taught, Miller’s earlier 

views (1996) suggest a somewhat qualified viewpoint.  

No matter how important the teacher may be to the development of the singing voice, 

no one has ever been taught to sing by anyone other than herself or himself. The 

singer cannot undertake the construction of a solid vocal technique without the 

assistance of a fine teacher, but in the long run it is only the singer who puts it all 

together or who fails to do so. (p. 28) 

The impact of teachers’ teachers both positive and negative forms an integral part of the 

pedagogical strategy. Although renowned singer/teachers such as Margaret Harshaw (1996), 

Richard Miller (in Blades-Zeller, 2002) and Marcia Baldwin (ibid, 2002) cite their teacher 

lineage as critical to their successes as performers and subsequently as teachers, there are 

testimonials to the contrary such as those of Reed (2002), and also Chapman, above.  
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Throughout the course of interviews conducted for this study, it became clear that the 

adage ‘teach as you were taught’ in fact resonated with very few Australian tertiary 

vocal pedagogues. Whilst acknowledging the influences of previous teachers as key at 

a particular stage of their development, a majority of teachers felt that little or none of 

their current pedagogy could be traced to the methodology of their formative training. 

I do, of course, reflect a lot on the teaching I had in Germany. It was a really 

important step to understand the field of vocal pedagogy but when I look back on it, 

there’s very little of it that I actually use in my current teaching. (S. Grant, personal 

communication, 5 January, 2009) 

Rather, through a carefully constructed vocal pedagogy based on practical experience, 

critical reflection and ongoing research, they had ‘created’ a teacher from whom they would 

like to have learned. Janice Chapman lends credence to this phenomenon: “I could have done 

with a teacher perhaps at some point who would have been the sort of teacher that I am now. 

And I’ve got this little thread sometimes, ‘Where was I when I needed me?’” (J. Chapman, 

personal communication, October 8, 2006).  Renowned American voice teacher Arthur Levy 

says exactly this in a comment to Scott Barnes (2009) when reflecting on the way in which 

Levy’s growing understanding of vocal pedagogy while still performing changed his 

approach to singing. “It’s true that I was voracious about all things pedagogical. I was able to 

take all the different avenues and find the common links conceptually. I learned to sing by 

becoming a teacher. Just the other day I said to my friend (singing teacher) Ruth Falcon, 

‘Where was I when I needed me?” (p. 31). 

This question was reflected upon by other interviewees who universally concurred 

with both its potency and its poignancy. For many, it summed up deeply personal, in some 

cases, emotionally raw reflections on their individual experiences.  Rowena Cowley offered 

this response: 
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This is a great question actually because it’s a very gentle way of saying, “Are you 

teaching yourself and are you teaching really the way you would like to be taught?” I 

think the answer is, “Absolutely yes”.  But I would be ashamed if I, in admitting that, 

felt that that was all that I did. Having resolved one’s own icky things personally and 

performing-wise it makes one much more open to the great and wonderful variety of 

humankind who come through the door and say with trepidation that they want to be 

singers. It makes me, without feeling in any way that I’m looking down or feeling 

superior, intensely compassionate with what they go through and intensely aware of 

my responsibility to use that compassion for them specifically as best I am able, to get 

to know them, their voices and their way of learning. (R. Cowley, personal 

communication, April 12, 2008) 

Greg Massingham also agrees with Chapman’s observation: “That is a very profound 

statement because I know exactly about that” (G. Massingham, personal communication, July 

3, 2008). Maree Ryan concurs: “It’s interesting how your own journey takes you on a 

different pedagogy through I think as much as anything, what you felt was missing at the 

time of your own training” (M. Ryan, personal communication, December 22, 2010). 

Rowena Cowley adds,  

It’s not just a singing journey; it’s also a personal journey.  Because I now feel that 

the things that I have to give are not too unduly interfered with by all that other crap 

that is to do with undermining oneself and not being confident or worrying in a 

disproportionate way about what other people feel about one. (R. Cowley, personal 

communication, April 12, 2008) 

Barry Ryan wishes the technical expertise he has acquired throughout his career had been 

available to him when he was a student, 



110 
 

 I do say to them (the students), ‘I wish I'd have had me back when I was trying to do 

this’. Because now I can do it like that (negotiate registration), get them to turn the 

voice over at the top and not sing open, which is all I used to do. I wish I'd had it in a 

teacher and I also wish I had been able to do that. So the guys that I'm teaching are 

already 18, 19, 20 and they're getting it which is half the battle. (B. Ryan, personal 

communication, January 7, 2009) 

Observations of video footage of my own teaching are contained in the following 

extract, also resonating with these findings: 

Teaching style is direct, almost businesslike. I note a personalised approach with 

appropriate adjustment according to individual students; however, the general efficacy 

and content of the lessons strikes me as being structured and containing clear 

objectives. I wouldn’t mind having me as a teacher! It’s almost as if I’ve invented my 

own teacher having struggled for so many years to find the right one. (M. Schindler, 

unpublished teaching video)  

Watkins and Scott (ibid, 2012) suggest, “Sometimes we teach the way we wish we 

had been taught, to make sure our students won’t have to overcome similar problems 

resulting from poor training or callous treatment”, (p. 89). Renowned American voice teacher 

Oren Brown (in Reed, 2002) agrees, “Sometimes I wish I could be young again and study 

voice with what I know about it today. But, putting sentimental thoughts aside, I know it is 

because I have struggled to understand my own voice that I can work effectively with my 

students (p. 244). That notwithstanding, it is also important to ensure that in a bid to redress 

deficits in one’s own experience as a learner, that one’s vocal pedagogy does not take on an 

equally biased view. I noted this tendency in another extract from my teaching diary where I 

dismissed my student’s feedback regarding physical sensation. 
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In Trevor’s lesson today, he spoke about experiencing sensation in the “chambers in 

the top of his head.” I chastised him for using mental imagery which had no 

physiological basis before discussing with him what he might actually be 

experiencing. (M. Schindler, unpublished teaching video) 

Clearly in this case, Trevor’s description of sensation irritated me, probably because 

mental imagery and sensation formed the cornerstones of my early teacher’s pedagogy and 

these methods had proved unsatisfactory for me in terms of acquiring a vocal technique. 

Additionally, advancements in voice science mean that not only is our understanding of 

resonance (in this case) more clearly understood, we can also utilise a vocabulary which is 

scientifically and anatomically correct rather than referring to “chambers” etc. 

My reaction to my own early learning experiences and its impact on the formation and 

emphasis of my own vocal pedagogy is threaded through findings throughout this study. 

However, in examining the role which early learning experiences of Australian tertiary vocal 

pedagogues played in determining their current teaching methods, a majority of personal 

accounts illustrated a distinct departure from the methods through which they had been 

taught. 

I don’t think that I, despite the best efforts of my earlier teachers, developed any kind 

of a reliable technique in my work with them.  I don’t blame them.  I think for a long 

time I felt quite negatively about my experiences and that’s one of the reasons I’m a 

passionate teacher now.  I don’t want that to be the experience of my students. I know 

that many people spend a long time recovering, not only from their first homes but 

also from their first teachers. (R. Cowley, personal communication, April 12, 2008)  

Neil Semer supports this view:  

I’m definitely not a person who teaches as I was taught. Honestly, yes, I constructed 

my own pedagogy.  I endeavoured and do endeavour to be the teacher that I wished 
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I’d had. That’s fair to say” Sad to say, some of the most important things I’ve learned 

about the voice, like simple body awareness exercise, I learnt it in acting class.  I 

didn’t learn it from any single vocal teacher I ever worked with.  (N. Semer, personal 

communication, April 7, 2008)  

Greg Massingham concurs, commenting on his vocal study with the late Sir Peter Pears: 

I didn’t learn much technique from Peter Pears. He would demonstrate and say “This 

is the way it has to be done” and of course you couldn’t do it. You had to find your 

own way. I didn’t have a lot to draw on technically and I think I am just now finding 

out how things work. (G. Massingham, personal communication, July 3, 2008)  

Andrew Dalton concurs,  

There are huge areas of my technique that now I feel – even now – are much stronger 

than they were when I was performing. Cos’ I know more about it and I know more 

about myself. Which I think is not surprising when you do teach. (A. Dalton, personal 

communication, January 8, 2009) 

Anna Connolly ruefully reflects on the deficits of her vocal instruction as a university student 

and its impact on her early pedagogical approach following graduation: 

No, nobody taught me how to sing so my own early teaching was all imagery or I 

would demonstrate. I tried to draw on the way I’d been taught. Let’s face it, that's 

what most people do and that's what most people never progress from as well. I do 

remember though quite specifically, a time where something changed in me. I knew 

what had to happen but I didn't have the vocabulary to describe what it was. I 

remember very specifically having quite an epiphany that “I know something here”. 

That's when I started asking questions. At that time teaching was just a way to make 

money. (A. Connolly, personal communication, May 25, 2011) 
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Such experiences are echoed in some of the literature including Shirlee Emmons (in Blades-

Zeller, 2002) who describes studying with the great Elizabeth Schumann at the Curtis 

Institute, Philadelphia. “A disastrous teacher, although an angel of a singer and a delightful 

person. I faked a nervous breakdown to get out of Curtis without offending anyone”, (p. 199). 

Neil Semer recalls characteristics of his first singing teacher: 

She was a very fine musician, had had a very good career herself. She had come to 

America from Germany after surviving the war in Germany. A somewhat bitter 

woman in her own life, very difficult on a personal level. Her students, looking back 

on it, tended to not progress, or get worse. (N. Semer, personal communication, April 

7, 2008) 

Maree Ryan concedes that her first teacher “gave me the discipline and the demand 

for repertoire and the intense scrutiny of the text as well as the development of musical 

ideas”, but expresses her frustration at his apparent inability to address fundamental technical 

issues in a practical or explicit way. 

My first teacher was head of department at Sydney Con but had done some 

performing. The pedagogical input was of the variety of not approaching the student 

or not (physically) checking things were working and not giving very articulated 

direction with how to do it. It was a more generalised feeling of the voice should be in 

the ‘mask’ or “keep the sound high”, but if you are having technical difficulties, that’s 

hard to achieve because you don’t have enough specific information. I found it at the 

time quite difficult, because people would say “Support more!”, but what do you 

support with and how do you do that? My second teacher was a well-known tenor 

who taught by demonstration, which I’m not terribly sympathetic about either I have 

to say. That’s why I don’t sing when I teach. (M. Ryan, personal communication, 

December 22, 2010) 
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Stephen Grant offers his perspective on his experience as a learner: 

If I look back now, I don’t think I had really a decent vocal technique. I had enough to 

sing well in certain repertoire. Then, on the other hand, learning singing as a relatively 

mature musician, I was confronted with the fact that I guess most of us are, which is 

sometimes it seems quite haphazard. The concepts we need to learn as singers, some 

of them are so abstract – or seemingly abstract, because they’re not often explained 

very well, or one simply doesn’t feel them. Then, I think teachers resort solely to 

visualisation and such things, because either they don’t have enough knowledge to 

talk about what’s physically going on, or they don’t know how to make it clearer, or 

perhaps they don’t know how to make the student feel what they need to feel. (S. 

Grant, personal communication, 5 January, 2009) 

For a majority of interviewees, their pivotal learning experiences took place through 

study and vocal instruction following graduation from university, rather than during, and in 

some cases, not until many years afterwards. These latter experiences were generally deemed 

more valuable and influential on teachers’ current pedagogical styles, although in some cases, 

the need to reconcile the impact on their psyches from negative experiences as learners and 

performers early on, was necessary in order to feel fully effective as teachers. This is 

explored in greater detail in the following section about personal journeying.  

Barry Ryan expressed a more positive view of his key learning experience at post 

tertiary level: 

I studied in Germany with Kaiser Bremen, the great German professor. Even now I'll 

be teaching somebody and I'll think, “I remember when he said that”, and it works. 

You think, “Now why didn't I get it 30 years ago or 25 years ago or however long it 

was ago?” You're dragging up bits of information all the time. In Kaiser Bremen's 

case, that was an interesting one. He was having a major career and developed polio 
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and so he was paralysed down one side of his body. The reason that he became such a 

wonderful teacher was that he actually taught himself to sing again with this 

disability. (B. Ryan, personal communication, January 7, 2009) 

Paul McMahon identified some elements of his prior learning as present in his early 

approach to teaching while acknowledging the more dominant influence of his latter teacher, 

Raymond Connell as representative of his current pedagogical style: 

I remember when I first started doing quite a bit of teaching; I thought “Actually, I’m 

not very good at this because I don’t really know how to explain it to a student.” So it 

did make me think about what I do in order for me to be able to make some sort of 

clarified statement to a student about a particular thing. So it (teaching) does force you 

to think about what you do in terms of your own technique and your own performing- 

‘teach as you were taught’ – yes. I think I would to a certain degree; it would be 

inevitable for it (previous learning) not to come through. But I have to say I hope my 

own teaching would generally be based on a kind of knowledge of the physical 

process of singing, far more than the teachers I had up until Raymond (Connell). He 

taught in a different way and I found that extremely useful. That was certainly 

different to the teaching I’d had in the past. (P. McMahon, personal communication, 

September 12, 2008) 

The general consensus was that the interviewees’ teaching was emphatically 

developed as a reaction to their initial vocal training, rather than a continuation of this style. 

Nonetheless, there was general acknowledgement that learning experiences both positive and 

negative had shaped the teacher they had become; had served to fuel a quest for greater 

knowledge and understanding; and in so doing, imbued their pedagogical approach with 

greater empathy and insight, resulting in more fruitful teaching overall.  
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6.3. The role of the teacher’s personal journey: implications for vocal pedagogy 

The performer’s experiences after their formative years of study and into early 

professional life are critical when identifying key characteristics of their teaching philosophy. 

Ellis and Bocher (2000) state, the “work of self-narration is to produce this sense of 

continuity: to make a life that sometimes seems to be falling apart come together again, by 

retelling and re- storying the events of one’s life” (p. 746).This area of findings examines the 

context within which Australian tertiary voice teachers have developed their pedagogical 

strategies: their individual career trajectories and their reflections on those experiences which 

have shaped their values and characteristics as teachers today. Teacher interviews conducted 

for this study revealed a large percentage of teachers who acknowledged a type of crisis, 

vocal, physical or emotional (or all three) as being a key determinant of their teaching 

strategies and critical rationale. Some of these crises were experienced early on, however 

most were mid-career. Voice teacher Neil Semer believes that it is not uncommon for young 

singers, especially gifted singers lacking sufficient vocal technique, to experience a vocal 

crisis mid-career or earlier. “In my experience, for those people, what nature has given, it will 

at some point, usually in early mid-life, take away.  Then they have to either learn technique, 

or come to a halt with their singing” (N. Semer, personal communication, April 7, 2008). 

For several teachers interviewed for this study, the experience and recovery from a 

medical/vocal crisis was pivotal in directing their lives towards teaching and characterising 

the ethos of their professional practice. Three accounts are presented in the following 

excerpts from teacher interviews. Each of these teachers had been working as a professional 

singer prior to these life changing events; two were already engaged as teachers, however 

identified as performers. Rowena Cowley gives an account of her ‘story’ and its impact on 

the emphasis and philosophy of her teaching today: 
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As an undergraduate, I was a singer and began doing concert performances by the 

time I was about 21 at a good level, at a sort of national level but in a small way. I 

then, for economic reasons, went to teach in school and discovered that I actually 

didn’t hate teaching, in fact I thought it was pretty special, but wanted very much to 

sing.  After a period of renewed studentship is my mid 20s I then began work with 

The Song Company and did that effectively for six and a half years. I often say that I 

worked full-time as a singer for about 10 years and I think that’s pretty much the truth 

because there were intensive periods of concert solo work around that time for a much 

longer period, probably for a 15 year period. I then became unwell in my mid 30s and 

had to stop singing for a while. I had an auto-immune disorder for a while. Then I 

went back to school teaching and was aware that whilst it’s a wonderful and 

incredibly important thing to do, it was not what I wanted to do for the rest of my life.  

I knew that I loved teaching. I knew that I loved singing. So I went and did a 

doctorate with a specific purpose of becoming a voice teacher. During that time I re-

studied my own technique completely and often somewhat painfully, but for the first 

time I think acquired a technique at that time. So by the time I came back to Sydney I 

had been teaching at a university and was finding my feet as a teacher. So what in fact 

does seem like a pretty good way of being for me, is focussing on other people and 

enabling them to do what they passionately want to do. Partly of course, to not re-

enact my pattern of not being able to do what I at that time wanted to do, which was 

perform, because I didn’t have a sufficient technique. But certainly too – it’s 

something that I just love to do. It’s a giving pattern that I think many of us as 

teachers have and it’s immensely satisfying to me. I think it would’ve possibly been 

helpful to have done some work at a more international level. But it’s not essential. 

(R. Cowley, personal communication, April 12, 2008) 
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Patricia Price was a distinguished opera singer, whose career was rapidly developing 

an international profile when it was abruptly curtailed by a medical event which had 

catastrophic consequences for her voice.  

I moved into teaching out of necessity really because I’d had a tumour in my thyroid 

gland which was of considerable size and had to be removed. It was benign 

fortunately but it had grown to a certain size which had caused a deviation of the 

larynx. I was in touch with Robert Sataloff (voice scientist and surgeon) in 

Philadelphia and Sataloff had said to me, “By no means let them cut the strap 

muscles, they must not cut the strap muscles to the larynx.” Unfortunately the tumour 

was so deeply seated that the surgeon had no option but to cut some of the strap 

muscles and since then the larynx has been really quite unstable. I was at that time 

singing Miss Jessel (The Turn of the Screw-Britten) and I’d just done Donna Elvira 

(Don Giovanni-Mozart) both for Opera Australia and it was just too, too difficult, it 

just wasn’t working at the top because the larynx just wasn’t stable. So it was an 

emotional exit I have to say, and at that time Mike (husband, opera singer Michael 

Lewis) was going over to Europe so we all went and I was able to follow him around 

and sit in rehearsals and watch the singers and conductors. Then when we got back to 

Australia it seemed the obvious course of events that I would go into a different area 

and I have to be honest and say that when I came back David Hobson (principal artist, 

Opera Australia) was probably a catalyst for me because at that time he had been cast 

aside on the scrap heap. I suddenly looked around at the teaching that was going on 

and compared with the teaching I had witnessed in Europe realised there was not a lot 

of international input in Australia. So when a position came up at the National Voice 

Centre I went there and we started to develop an artistic program. That was when I 

first brought Janice Chapman (voice teacher) out to this country for a countrywide 
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tour. Also David Harper (London-based vocal coach) and Jo Estill (American voice 

teacher and researcher) and then I listened to Jo’s courses and watched Janice’s 

research. I was lucky because it was a research centre so I was in on a lot of the vocal 

research that went on there. It was fortunate that I could see all these great teachers 

teaching and sit in on their sessions, being able to be highly critical. I saw a cross 

section of teaching and a lot of it was conflicting. So I had to make some decisions 

about my own beliefs. I didn’t start teaching until after I had been at the Voice Centre. 

When you realise your students are responding to it, suddenly it takes on another joy. 

Now I send students to America saying “Go to her, go to him, go to her with care, but 

take what you need from them and combine.” (P. Price, personal communication, 

January 30, 2011) 

International voice teacher Neil Semer recounts the abrupt curtailing of his singing 

career early on and its impact on his professional pathway and teaching philosophy,  

I was doing shows from the time I was sixteen on. Then when I was still seventeen I 

got my first professional engagement at Radio City Music Hall as a soloist there.  

That was a very magical thing for me. I had, first of all to move into New York to do 

it because it was a seven-day week job. So I got to move into my own apartment in 

that wonderful city that is now my home. From that point on I was living the artist’s 

life.  I had an odd path in that I was studying singing, acting, dancing, Italian, and 

yoga. I did stand-up comedy, classical singing, mime. I just studied everything I 

could, and got interested in what I thought was important for me.  I worked a lot at 

Radio City over several years, as well as doing other shows and classical projects. If 

you look at it on paper, it would seem to be a very unfocused thing, which at the time 

it was. I just threw myself out to the universe to see what it boomeranged back. Then I 

had a health crisis and lost my voice. It took two years to get an accurate diagnosis 
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which was paralysis of the superior laryngeal nerve. Then I actually received some 

very poor care from the doctor who gave me the correct diagnosis. So it was a very 

painful period as singing was central to my life. I was teaching already and loving it 

but had somehow always thought that I’d be teaching until I returned to the stage. 

This made me focus on teaching for teaching’s sake. The universe had to show me 

that I was a teacher. That’s why it was for me a very profound spiritual journey to 

come to where I am now. Because it is said that the worst thing that can happen to you 

is the best thing that can happen to you. For me that is certainly the truth. It took quite 

some time to work through, as it was the worst thing that could happen to me.  But it 

turned out to be the best thing that could happen to me, because it made me focus on 

what I already loved, which was teaching. Then when I truly committed to it, that’s 

when I started to teach slowly on an international level. It just opened up a whole new 

level of incredibly gifted people and countries, and associations wishing for me to 

teach for them. I’m very grateful for the ‘strange’ performing career that I had. I now 

work with people that perform at a high level singing in the great opera theatres 

around the world.  But I also work with students on Broadway, and I work with some 

other non-classical forms. I have a lot of different qualities that added up not to a great 

performer, but added up to being a great teacher. (N. Semer, personal communication, 

April 7, 2008) 

Janice Chapman recounts the circumstances which turned her away from a full time 

performing career to pursue teaching as a parallel pursuit,   

I wanted to have a family and a family life and my early experience as a singer when I 

was on tour for 37 weeks nearly killed me. And it shocked me so deeply that I 

immediately came out of that tour and said, I want to start a family. I wasn’t mature 

enough psychologically to know that I was doing that in order to escape from 
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something that I found nothing like what I expected. There was no glamour. I was 

singing the Countess in Figaro twice a week, I could very rarely get back home. It was 

a very gruesome and grim tour. There were two tours that went concurrently from 

Sadler’s Wells and I was on both of them one after the other. It was grim. And I think 

from that I started to curtail my plans as a singer but quite subconsciously. (J. 

Chapman, personal communication, October 8, 2006) 

My own pedagogical emphasis stems from a reaction to the style of instruction which 

I received as a tertiary music student. Although invaluable in many ways, and certainly well 

intentioned, the methodology was heavily reliant upon mental imagery and was an inexact 

process. I graduated a musically sophisticated singer but with little understanding of how my 

voice worked. This led to considerable limitations and significant vocal problems in my early 

professional years which were quickly rectified by appropriate instruction several years later. 

Hence it became somewhat of a mission to inform students in a way which I was not; to 

provide students with a secure technical basis to underpin their imaginative and creative 

processes and; to serve as a working model of the professional musical environment.  

The experiences, struggles and successes described in my autobiographical essay in 

Chapter 1 display some similarities with those of other teachers documented for this study 

and are not uncommon amongst singers, though not routinely documented. The opportunity 

to examine my own story truthfully has produced some key pedagogical insights as well as 

some profound observations about myself. Many seemingly insignificant episodes in my life 

have taken on greater meaning when viewed through such a narrative lens. While the 

authenticity of my own story remains, over time it has evolved, resembling a type of self-help 

fable; a tale of self-discovery through vocal discovery. It has served as a resource from which 

I reinforce certain principles to my students. As I reflect on the personal account of my 

experiences, it concerns me that it may not be an exact representation of the truth, and that, 
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perhaps with the passage of time, I have romanticised certain aspects of my life or 

conversely, catastrophised those experiences that were less than positive. Ellis and Bochner 

(2000) maintain the accuracy of storytelling is not the main objective with auto-ethnographic 

study. “The question is not, ‘Does my story reflect my past accurately?’ as if I were holding a 

mirror to my past. Rather I must ask, ‘what are the consequences my story produces? What 

kind of a person does it shape me into?’”(p. 756). Phillip Adams (2007) concurs saying, 

“Memory, like all forms of autobiography, is a work of fiction . . . our lives, even our past 

lives remain works in progress, subject to the editorial process” (p. 42). 

The teaching imperatives to emerge from this chapter centre on the importance of 

providing students in formative years with a strong, balanced skill base and awareness of 

themselves as members of a wider musical world. This chapter has also served to highlight 

the diverse facets of being a performer and the numerous ways, both tacit and explicit, in 

which these elements shape a teaching strategy and philosophy. My pedagogical content is 

comprised of those technical skills that were absent from my own training, as well as a 

balanced and informed perspective on professional practice borne of longstanding activity, 

previous and current, within the profession. In serving voice students in this way, I assume 

the role of teacher as experienced colleague rather than a distant authority.  

 

 

Psychological implications of the performer/teacher’s journey on student learning 

objectives 

One of the overriding messages from my narrative and the comments of interviewees in 6.1 is 

the inextricable link between technical proficiency and a balanced psychological and 

emotional operative state. Janice Chapman’s reflections support this finding: 

I was messing up quite a lot. I was a very talented singer intuitively when I was 

younger but as soon as I got shaken by criticism and by negative responses I started to 
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lose confidence in my own ability. I thought, “Oh damn this, I just have to know how 

the machinery works and then I can put myself back together again.” (J. Chapman, 

personal communication, October 8, 2006) 

Joseph Ward shares his experiences of recognising the shortcomings in his own vocal 

technique and the way in which it compounded his performance anxiety: 

My problem was I was a very nervous singer. I think a lot of my nervousness was 

through lack of knowledge. I wasn’t singing terribly well and I needed help 

technically that I hadn’t been getting. It was scary because I partnered (Dame) Joan 

Sutherland a lot. One was aware of one’s own mortality or fragility or frailness as a 

performer, knowing that I did feel I had problems. I felt that my nerves wouldn’t go 

on and I remember standing in the wings of the Royal Opera House Covent Garden 

and I was petrified. I thought, “I don’t want to go on stage. I want to go the other 

way.” I got through it but this went on for quite awhile. I’m deluding myself in saying 

that I chose to give up singing. I think it gave me up partly because I no longer felt 

able to turn in the goods because I wasn’t enjoying it. (J. Ward, personal 

communication, February 18, 2009) 

Anna Connolly relates her experiences of receiving appropriate instruction after years 

of singing professionally with a less than optimal vocal technique, and the implications for 

her teaching today: 

When I got to Janice (Chapman), I had a voice in huge disrepair and disarray and that 

was a nightmare.  So she - absolutely and utterly rebuilt it from the ground up.  There 

was somebody who had the first answers for me, ever.  No other teacher had been 

able to give me an answer. Then it was a case of coming back to Australia with a 

voice that was functioning very well but I was 32 and the thought of having to go 

back and bloody audition for this and that, and why? I thought, “Do I want to have 
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stress for the rest of my life?” It took three years of therapy to come to the decision 

that I could choose to have a performing career and would probably get work, not a 

lot but I was smart with a nice voice and I looked good.  Or I could choose to do this 

(teaching) and I did. It took up until I was about 40 to really feel comfortable and I 

replaced my insecurity as a performer with educating myself.  I went back to 

university, studied anatomy and physiology to arm myself with all the information I 

could about voice. It’s only been in the last five years that I could teach someone who 

was scared of the top register. Because it was too painful. So the only thing I have 

difficulty in teaching these days is someone who plays the victim. Because for a long 

time I was a victim of circumstance in my career. (A. Connolly, personal 

communication, May 25, 2011) 

This latter comment suggests that the performer/teacher runs the risk of bringing not 

just their experience and knowledge to the teaching and learning environment, but their 

“baggage” too. This area is explored in greater detail in Chapter 7. While the link between 

nervous anxiety and technical proficiency is widely recognised, some commentators in the 

literature draw attention to the role of psychological training or therapy as part of vocal 

skilling. Renowned baritone Håkan Hagegård (in Brandfonbrener, 2000) comments on these 

particular deficits in his vocal training: “I miss not having had psychology, mental training, 

and training in handling the profession” (p. 3). Janice Chapman concurs: 

When I was younger I was psychologically set up in a way that was destined to crash, 

if I look back. I can see,looking back, and hindsight is always 20/20 vision, I can see 

the reasons why I succeeded very early - because I was very competitive, highly 

talented I suppose in a lot of ways - but also absolutely laying myself open for a crash. 

(J. Chapman, personal communication, October 8, 2006) 
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The absence of psychology in training performers at tertiary level does nothing to 

address this gap in performer knowledge. Neil Semer believes the emotional and 

psychological aspect of learning should accompany technical training for singers: 

Our bodies respond to much bigger commands than just keep your tongue relaxed and 

forward.  If your heart is saying “Don’t let people see who you are”, your tongue will 

stay retracted no matter what you decide you’re telling it to do.  So I’m very interested 

in mind-body connection, I think it’s crazy to address physical function without 

addressing the emotions that form many of our habits. (N. Semer, personal 

communication, April 7, 2008) 

Brooks-Rice concurs, “Half of voice teaching is psychotherapy. You deal with 

reasons why you can’t release your breath or reasons why you can’t release your jaw. Your 

own personality traits are reflected in your voice” (in Blades-Zeller, 2002, p. 143). Eustis 

(2013) adds, “It is impossible to ignore the student’s personality and emotional make-up 

when we are trying to develop whole artists”, (p. 70). Günter (1992) concurs, “...perfect and 

expressive singing is not only the correct functioning of the human lips plus correct use of 

resonance space, but also besides these qualities something is involved which is contributed 

by the brain and cannot be fully explained” (p. 8). Neil Semer suggests, 

We need to find the connection between science and identify the philosophies therein. 

That forms the basis of my teaching. I like to look at the instrument as holistically as 

possible.  First on the mechanical level and then including the emotional, the spiritual. 

Because it’s only through that that I think the artist and the physical mechanics truly 

function in any efficient kind of way.  When people’s bodies are at war with their 

hearts or minds I don’t believe, no matter how much you know about good function, it 

can actually happen. (N. Semer, personal communication, April 7, 2008) 
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In relation to my own personal experience, a period of psychotherapy in my mid-30s 

assisted me in gaining a better perspective on my singing and my life generally, a process 

which also facilitated the broadening of my approach to teaching. In reflecting on the events 

of my early professional life and my dearth of skills to deal with the psychological challenges 

presented through these events, it would seem that recognition for the role that psychological 

skilling plays in the holistic development of the student singer is of significance.  

 

The role of continuous learning as a direct outcome of the personal journey 

Aligned to my own reflections on the role of continuous learning in vocal pedagogy, 

findings from teacher interviews conducted for this study also resonated strongly with this 

view. A large majority of Australian tertiary teachers attributed continuous learning with re-

defining the characteristics of their teaching strategies as well as informing both their 

teaching and performance practice. This ‘learning’ included professional development 

initiatives; adopting an interdisciplinary approach to teaching and learning through 

interaction with other voice and allied health professionals; critical reflection and research; as 

well as engagement with professional voice organisations. Some active performer/teachers 

referred indirectly to drawing on knowledge acquired through lessons and coachings, 

performance experience, past and current, which provided new knowledge as well as fresh 

perspectives on established beliefs. Additional opportunities for ongoing learning were also 

identified. Joseph Ward OBE spoke of his conscious decision to undertake vocal tuition (even 

though he was no longer performing) with a faculty colleague, as a way of re-visiting the 

experience of being a learner. At the time, Ward was Head of Vocal Studies at the Royal 

Northern College of Music,  

I started having lessons in the holidays because I wanted to get the feeling of what it 

was like being to be on the other side again. It’s that giving and issuing of orders 
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(which teachers do):  to see what it’s like to receive them is not easy. (J. Ward, 

personal communication, February 18, 2009) 

My experience in Germany (detailed in chapter 1) taught me many things including 

the empowerment that comes with knowledge. That was possibly the most important period 

in my life in terms of gaining real perspective on international standards. My admiration for 

my colleagues with their technical proficiency and total assurance as singers fuelled my quest 

for deeper understanding, something I try to instil in my own students today. This critical 

reflection highlights the pedagogical implications for stories such as mine and those of my 

teaching colleagues, in terms of continuous learning and its impact on student learning. 

Maree Ryan reflected on her growth in understanding as a practitioner and the way in which 

it strengthened her work as one of Australia’s leading voice teachers today. 

When I came into the Sydney Conservatorium to teach I remember thinking it would 

be easy but I was confronted with people who had nasal sounds, tremolos and 

unsteady tones, singing out of tune, not supporting. I just really was quite 

overwhelmed by the fact that I didn’t know what I was doing. My husband (doctor) 

started talking to me about speech pathologists and chest physicians and people like 

that. And suddenly I realised why things were being caused, what was actually 

happening in the throat, with the soft palate and so on. It was a self-learning journey. 

If students ask me a question that I don’t know the answer to I tell them I will find 

out. I encouraged them to work with advanced teachers such as Janice Chapman 

because I think they could see the advantage of someone working with them in a 

superior way to the way I could teach at the time. And then my carrying that learning 

on, continuing along the same lines. They really appreciated it. I like to learn. It helps 

students to realise it’s a lifelong learning process. I know I sing through my students, 

it’s my way of inhabiting the performing world. I have developed a methodical 
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pedagogical knowledge over a long period of time and you keep building each step 

upon the other step. I have tried to base my teaching on something that has a 

fundamental reality. (M. Ryan, personal communication, December 22, 2010) 

Janice Chapman gave an account of the circumstances which led not only to her 

commencement of voice teaching as a young professional singer but also the role which 

continuous learning played in aligning her teaching emphasis with knowledge that was 

emerging at the same time. Janice was embarking on a substantial operatic career as a soloist 

when the stress and strain of two long national tours led her to curtail her performance 

commitments, focus on her family (including two young children) and commence some voice 

teaching. Her curiosity to learn more about voice function and vocal mechanics coincided 

with growing activity in the area of voice science, providing valuable stimulus and basis on 

which Janice began to formulate her vocal pedagogy.  

I was still quite ambitious and I wanted to sing, I loved to sing, I was desperate! (But) 

I wasn’t in a position for some time to take the opportunities that would have pushed 

the singing career. I said no to those (offers of performance engagements) for other 

reasons and I think they were quite good reasons. Now as a result of making those 

choices I got my first teaching job. I was still a young singer getting on and singing 

decent roles and good concerts and things, but I really enjoyed that (the teaching). I 

thought, “This is all very interesting but I don’t really know how the voice works, I 

think I’d better find out.” And right around about that time I was put in touch with the 

multidisciplinary voice world through Tom Harris (laryngologist) and Sarah Harris at 

the Radcliffe Infirmary in Oxford who were running a voice clinic and looking at the 

larynx from inside. They were speech therapists, very interesting. And through the 

contact with that, which came out of my own curiosity really, we started to build a 

possibility of being educated. So really by luck, curiosity, and my passion for it I 
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started things rolling for singing teachers in beginning to understand that there was 

discreet and clever machinery there that could be understood. (J. Chapman, personal 

communication, October 8, 2006) 

 

Utilising the interdisciplinary approach in teaching and learning 

Linked to continuous learning is the utilising of the interdisciplinary approach in 

developing the classical vocal student. As identified earlier, there were a number of ways in 

which teacher interviewees felt that continuous learning had influenced and shaped their 

respective pedagogical approaches. One common area referred to was the interdisciplinary 

approach which is not uncommonly utilised either in the form of a referral to an allied voice 

professional such as a speech pathologist, physiotherapist, movement specialist, language 

coach, Feldenkrais or Alexander Technique specialist, osteopath etc or periodically working 

in tandem with the singing student in the teaching studio. Anna Connolly adopts a referral 

based teaching approach and in my interview she outlined this approach responding to what 

she regards as the classical singer’s need to acquire specialist knowledge from five or more 

individual areas of expertise when undertaking the successful coordination of their 

body/mind and vocal instrument, 

I'm the lynchpin whom they go to when everything goes wrong and I do the oil 

change, if you like but they have to go to a specialist for repertoire.  If there are 

physical things going on they have to go off to Annie Strauch, who's a physiotherapist 

who deals with singers or they go off to Francesca White (a Feldenkrais practitioner), 

for Feldenkrais, if there's a perennial sort of something going on. They have to go to 

their acting coach. They have to go and get expert language advice.  Because I've got 

some basic sounds that are better than a kick in the head but I can't provide that (the 

whole package).  What I am is somebody who makes them sound better. The proof is 
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in the pudding that they sing internationally (and) some of them are on the major 

stages here too. (A. Connolly, personal communication, May 25, 2011) 

This approach resonated with findings from student interviews regarding use of the inter-

disciplinary activity as an outcome of continuous learning, in the training of the singing 

student,  

I think it’s good how Margaret encourages external advice from say Alexander  

Technique and other people who might be really good at stagecraft and movement. 

She encourages that sort of input and doesn’t seem to see that as a threat to her 

teaching. She’s open to diverse, different ways of thinking to be a more well-rounded 

performer for us. (Student focus group, personal communication, March 6, 2008) 

Stephen Grant regards his experience of Feldenkrais and its integration into his 

approach to singing was pivotal in facilitating both the development of his own vocal 

proficiency as well as serving as a guiding principal for his teaching practice. 

I know for myself, if I hadn’t been training in the Feldenkrais method, my singing 

teaching would be more haphazard. That’s been the lens through which I’ve been able 

to think about issues of vocal pedagogy, and look at different traditions, and say, 

“Well I think this might work and I think this might not work.” But I do feel that the 

progression of things that I did for myself, was completely natural. It literally 

followed my own interests and passions. When I was in my 20s, I listened to 

everything, but I was really not that interested in opera, which is hilarious because 

now mostly what I’m doing is training opera singers! (S. Grant, personal 

communication, 5 January, 2009) 

Over the years, advances in voice science have provided learning opportunities for 

voice teachers in continuing to expose and clarify the physiological activity which previously 

had to be surmised. This has demystified and in some cases challenged previously held 
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beliefs, particularly in schools of thought founded on empirical methods. Patricia Price recalls 

the impact her encounter with more scientifically based teaching had on developing her own 

pedagogical approach not just in her role at the Australian Voice Centre but in London as 

well, “In London I spent a bit of time with Lucy Manen who was probably one of the first 

scientifically based teachers having come from a medical background. So that was 

fascinating,” (P. Price, personal communication, January 30, 2011). 

 “As sophisticated measurement devices become increasingly available to us, it would 

seem incumbent upon us to use them wisely to support growth in our expertise, and thus yield 

ever more accurate and available tools to assess the truth of both our successes and failures” 

(Brigham Young University Voice Faculty 21). Stephen Grant describes the importance of 

understanding voice function in view of building a solid scientifically proven basis on which 

to formulate a vocal technique, 

I know, out of my own experience, that for a long time I had no idea what I was 

doing. It wasn’t until I experienced really good teaching that I began to get an idea of 

what I was actually doing. I think it helps people to know how their instruments 

function, and if not to know it intellectually at least to sense what needs to let go in 

order for things to operate more freely. It comes back to the issue about technique, 

which is if the technique is solid, then – it’s then much easier to enter repertoire and 

professional life. If you do it through the music, which is the way I entered it, not 

through the technique, you have a lot of catching up to do. (S. Grant, personal 

communication, 5 January, 2009)  

Anna Connolly describes her desperate search for a genuine technical grounding to 

shore up some level of security in her singing,  

I was yearning all the time to find some fundamental things that I could cling to, 

things that were concrete in this awful world that's just not concrete. The world of 
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singing is just so abstract but there are concrete things there to be used. (A. Connolly, 

personal communication, May 25, 2011) 

As a vocal educator, I feel a duty to continually expand my understanding of voice 

and the vocal arts. I support the co-operation between speech pathologists, Movement 

specialists, medical practitioners, ENTs, voice scientists and voice teachers and others. This 

philosophy is supported by Long (97). “One way of increasing the sense of coherence in the 

handling of knowledge is to utilise cross-disciplinary (or interdisciplinary) instruction. There 

is potential value in the interchange between highly competent people in different 

disciplines.” However, in reflecting on this area is it possible that active performers utilise 

this type of interdisciplinary approach more frequently than non-active performer/teachers 

and are they better at integrating this knowledge and apportioning it to the student as 

appropriate?  In my own teaching practice I aim to set an example to students by regularly 

attending professional development courses and in continuing voice tuition with voice 

practitioners and researchers who are at the forefront of developments in this discipline. All 

of this activity, including ongoing performance, directly informs my teaching and hopefully 

instils in my students, the desire for lifelong learning. 

 

 

Impact of continuous learning on student perceptions 

Throughout my auto-ethnographic study (referred to in chapter 1) I reflected on 

student perceptions of teachers as continuous learners. A tacit finding was the tendency for 

performer/teachers to view themselves (in relation to their students) as a more experienced 

colleague rather than a distant authority. In my own reflective journaling I questioned 

whether that approach imbues students with a sense of collegiality and quasi kinship with 

their teacher or conversely makes the student anxious and insecure, fearful that someone who 
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is lacking expertise or struggling in a similar way is teaching them? Ward maintains, “The 

fact that you want to improve your knowledge or I want to improve my knowledge, can only 

be a plus. I mean they would not be much use as a student if they didn’t appreciate that” (J. 

Ward, personal communication, February 18, 2009).  In the following extract from group 

student interviews, one respondent views their teacher’s continued study and research as 

serving to foster an environment where the role of ongoing learning is evidenced in student 

learning outcomes and teacher credibility,  

I’ve always felt confident that Margaret’s professionalism is extended to not only just 

having a broad range of students and therefore learning from her students, but that 

she’s actually attended academically to looking into the workings and issues 

surrounding the different voice categories. I’ve always felt very confident that whilst 

her voice and my voice are miles apart, that she does understand. She communicates 

in a way which makes me feel she understands and because there’s been actual 

improvement in my vocal technique and other people’s assessment of my vocal 

quality since I’ve learnt from her, that has increased my confidence that she knows 

what she’s doing. (Female 2, student focus group interview, 6 Mar, 2008) 

Other students also demonstrated an appreciation for the role which continuous 

learning plays in effective teaching and regarded the model of a teacher as continuous learner 

as one worth emulating,  

When you teach you’re still constantly learning and I think that’s where a lot of 

people Go, “Oh I’ll be a performer and then I’ll stop and teach” like you know 

everything once you finish performing. I don’t think that’s the right perception to 

have. I think that as you’re investing in students you’re also learning so much. You’re 

learning their problems and how to fix their problems as well as what you are doing in 
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your studio or where you’re performing and bringing different aspects of that (to the 

studio). (Student focus group, personal communication, February 26, 2008) 

 

She’ll say, “Oh I’ve never heard that one before, let’s have a look at that.” So she 

doesn’t take that kind of upper hand view with you all the time that you’ve got 

nothing to teach her or express for her. I find she’s very open and easy but she’ll also 

be very clear if she thinks, “No, you’ll never get employed if you sing that.” She also 

encourages alternative teachers. It’s expanding your horizons and your abilities and 

you can bring that back and share it with her. She also attends a lot of master classes 

and things. I think Margaret’s continuing work as a performer helps with the integrity 

of her work and the trust I have about how she knows how to look after her instrument 

and herself.  (Female 2, personal communication, March 6, 2008) 

Voice teacher Patricia Price agreed that she herself encouraged interdisciplinary activity and 

the input of other teaching expertise, “One thing I have learned from my experience of having 

several teachers is how beneficial it is not to be possessive about your students; encourage 

them to keep their minds open to other people’s teaching” (P. Price, personal communication, 

January 30, 2011).   

Price’s approach resembles that of my own, where the influence of other voice 

teachers, coaches and professionals from allied areas is incorporated into my own vocal 

pedagogy at appropriate stages within a student’s development. While this serves to facilitate 

student learning it also expands my own working knowledge base and encourages new 

concepts into my teaching. One student interviewed for this study expressed appreciation for 

the learning benefits of this teaching model, 

Part of the reason why I think she’s so happy to encourage outside influences is 

because sometimes you might be trying to figure something out and just the way that 
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you thought of it and the way that it’s been taught in the studio is one way, and it’s 

not working. So then you have someone else come from a different angle and you 

understand that concept better. (Male 1, personal communication, March 6, 2008) 

In citing an example of the way in which voice teachers ‘borrow’ from other voice 

professionals, the following extract from my teaching observations provides on example of 

this, regarding a particular technical principle; in this case over-opening the mouth. 

Explaining that this is counter-productive to free singing and that I am guilty of the 

same tendency in my own singing. Use of a postural stance exercise acquired from work with 

a speech pathologist which assists in aligning the body as well as creating a dynamic physical 

presence. This exercise is something which I employ in my own performance practice, 

reinforced by understanding gained through interaction with an Alexander Technique 

practitioner. 

The role of performance in continuous learning-student and teacher 

The activity of performance as an opportunity for learning and reflection also 

emerged prominently in the theme of continuous learning. A teacher’s learning through 

performance is then transferred to the student learning experience through a process of what 

Carr (1989) terms reflection-in-action, “...a research process through which the development 

of professional knowledge and the improvement of professional practice occur 

simultaneously, (p. 10). Miller, “The art of singing is the art of communication: sound and 

literacy content; tone and word; voice and drama. This amalgamation of all the parameters 

can be achieved only when the singer can hear, feel and see (diagnose and coordinate) his or 

her own instrument. The active performer/teacher is in a far better position to assist the 

student to unify these several parameters than is either the non-singer coach or the retired 

artist who comes to such analytical consideration only after his or her own vocal instrument 

is no longer being actively subjected to such analysis” (p. 31).  
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In interviews conducted for this study there was strong support for the widely held 

belief that teachers who have worked through technical or personal difficulties are often 

better able to facilitate change in the teaching studio, a view supported in the literature not 

only by Miller (1996, p.29) but other authors including Barnes (2009, p.31). Paul McMahon 

referred to the way in which continuous learning through critical reflection contributes to the 

teaching arsenal of pedagogical tools,  

Teaching does inform my performing and my performing does inform my teaching. 

So it’s actually very useful for me to be interested in teaching, rather than seeing it as 

something that I have to do because it’s just a way to pay the mortgage. (P. 

McMahon, personal communication, September 12, 2008) 

Anna Connolly concurs, “I think performers who have encountered technical difficulties but 

have worked through them by acquiring specific technical understanding or some other way 

to solve the problems have a greater advantage as a teacher” (A. Connolly, personal 

communication, May 25, 2011). Janice Chapman adds:  

Some of the very best teachers are people who have not made enormous careers or, 

like myself, have kind of stumbled and fallen a few times and picked up and gone on, 

and taught in order to be able to sing. (J. Chapman, personal communication, October 

8, 2006)  

Renowned dramatic soprano and voice teacher Margaret Harshaw disagrees. “I certainly 

would not study with anybody who lost her voice” (1996, p. 29). Student interviews also 

revealed a tacit preference amongst students for performer/teachers with demonstrable 

successes and sustained performance careers.  “Having a teacher who is trying to teach you 

who has vocally fallen in a heap is very disconcerting. Even when they can prove their 

credentials as having had a career, it makes me very uncomfortable thinking that the 

longevity isn’t there” (Student focus group, personal communication, March 6, 2008). 
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Greg Massingham (2008) makes reference to the constant review and analysis 

performers conduct of their own singing and performance, overcoming their own 

shortcomings and bringing that knowledge to the teaching studio, a view shared by Barry 

Ryan, “Teaching has helped my singing immensely. I'm obviously analysing the students 

every day but I've been very lucky to be able to combine the two…” (B. Ryan, personal 

communication, January 7, 2009). Miller (1993) concurs, “By analysing the performance of 

one’s own students day after day, one is enabled to keep a better check on one’s own singing; 

the teacher/performer concurrently teaches both himself and others, (p.38). Students 

interviewed for this study, affirmed this viewpoint. 

She’s (Margaret) able to translate her in the field and in the studio and cross them so it 

gives you an understanding of how she works and also you can translate that into how 

you work. Because I think as a performer you're always trying to find new ways of 

doing things, new music and ways of doing a certain technique or performing a 

certain way. I think she’s always got new ideas, it’s never just the same thing over and 

over again. She can actually say “Last week I was performing this, and this is what I 

did.” (Student focus group, personal communication, February 26, 2008) 

Conversely, Anna Connolly (2011) suggests that performance is only a small 

component of good voice teaching. Neil Semer concurs, “I don’t see performance as an edge. 

I think performers who have studied pedagogy and people who have learned about 

psychology and who have a broad body of musical knowledge rather than a specific vocal 

fach, they have an advantage” (N. Semer, personal communication, April 7, 2008). 

 

6.2 Psychological impact of the performer/teacher experience shaping vocal pedagogy 

The concluding section of my narrative (chapter 1) reveals a process of healing that 

has served to ease the pain of early career disappointments. I feel comfortable with who I am 
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and with what my voice is. This has also come about through the process of teaching and 

continued engagement as a performer. Performer/teacher Laura Brooks-Rice (in Blades-

Zeller, 2002) agrees: “Voice teaching often becomes a matter of convincing people that, yes 

this is your voice. It’s no smaller than this, it’s no bigger than this, it’s no more beautiful than 

this—this is your voice” (p. 143). It is also debateable as to whether the technical issues I had 

as a young singer would have responded to appropriate technical instruction even if it had 

been offered me, owing to my profound emotional issues. Barry Ryan concurs when 

reflecting on his early experiences as a vocal student.  

It wasn't because she didn't have the technique or she didn't have the teaching skills to 

be able to do it, it was a physical blockage that I had and probably a mental one as 

well that I'd developed with this negativity because it wasn't happening (registration). 

We're a little bit more informed now about the actual function of the voice and how 

these things do seriously affect us. (B. Ryan, personal communication, January 7, 

2009) 

In the case of my own storytelling, this process was extremely useful and even 

necessary in enabling me to fully reflect on the experiences and influences which have played 

a key role in determining the nature of my work today both as teacher and performer. Several 

interviewees identified greater emotional availability as a key outcome of their journeying as 

performers and teachers. Janice Chapman offers this personal reflection: 

I didn’t realise that some of the protective armour that I’d put on as a teacher so as not 

to share negative things with them was actually preventing me from being truthful 

emotionally with them. The first few experiences I had after I’d made that realisation 

was that if I was genuine, honest, and emotionally present in the lesson with a student 

they got a hell of a lot more out of it. If they knew that they’d moved me that was very 
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enabling for them for their next phase of development. (J. Chapman, personal 

communication, October 8, 2006) 

Rowena Cowley concurs: 

One of the great joys for me in teaching is being emotionally available.  I think I have 

some success in that I don’t feel a sense of withholding.  I feel as sense of 

responsibility to not visit my emotional world too strongly or inappropriately.  I’m 

extremely aware of that I hope.  I know that I do my best, absolutely my best to do 

that. I’m present to the point where if we make music together, I’m at the piano and 

they’re singing and it works or a new sound comes or I hear their sound for the first 

time or they sing something which they know and I know has moved through their 

bodies in that way that we know is a peak experience, then I’m not afraid to show 

them tears.  It wasn’t just technically that I didn’t feel well managed as a student.  I 

don’t think that I was treated – this is a strong thing to say, but I don’t think I was 

treated respectfully actually. I don’t think people respected me or saw me for who I 

was.  Perhaps I didn’t see myself for who I was either. But I think they didn’t respect 

the fact that I was intelligent and curious and full of fierce curiosity. I look at 

somebody like that now and I think, “Yippee!” I think probably what they thought 

was, “Oh dear, bit of a pain in the neck.” (R. Cowley, personal communication, April 

12, 2008) 

Whilst recognising the necessity for emotional and personal boundaries in the one to 

one setting, love emerged as a tacit presence in the teaching and learning exchange, identified 

by Marchesi (1932): “Love only gives the necessary patience to deal with so many 

individualities and voices, with educations of different degrees. Love only can build bridges 

over the difficulties of various kinds that may present themselves in the course of an 

education; it can perform the miracle of bringing to maturity voice and soul of those who 
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have put themselves and their future into the teacher’s hands” (p.164). Chapman (2006) 

suggests “It challenges social norms to name qualities such as love and spirituality in a 

scientific age where they cannot be easily measured”, however she concurs with Marchesi, 

identifying qualities such as love, hope, optimism and faith as ‘metaskills’, which “create 

conditions for growth” (p. 176). 

While pedagogical techniques specifically associated with performer/teachers were 

not raised in the interviews, it is still possible to make some observations on how the 

pedagogy of this category of teachers distinguishes itself from those who do not have a 

performing career. The outcomes of a previous study into student perceptions of my teaching, 

led me to a series of conclusions as to the ways in which as a performer/teacher, performing 

informs my teaching.   

 Practising what I preach-continually evaluating the efficacy of my vocal 

technique in performance. I apply to students the same technical principles by 

which I sing. 

 Being able to identify with performance anxiety. The frustrating in transferring 

advancements in the studio to the performing stage, where nerves can negate 

these developments, is a major obstacle for students and professionals alike. 

 Nourishing my own love of music and the arts, thereby inspiring in students a 

sense of curiosity and motivation 

 Empathising with the act of performing-the process of learning, preparation 

and delivery, thereby keeping me located firmly in the learner’s shoes. 

 Continual opportunity to teach by example. “Good teaching and good learning 

are linked through the student’s experience of what we do” (Ramsden 86). 

Smith (2004) supports these observations, citing the imperative for students to witness the 

ways in which their teachers actively engage with performance practice, “Students need to 
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see their teachers prepare, practice, and perform the material to be learned. When a student 

observes the disciplined life of a performing teacher who studies, rehearses and performs 

regularly, the student learns by the teacher’s good example” (p. 13). 

 

6.3 The role of modelling in vocal pedagogy 

In the vast reservoir of knowledge and experiences which performers acquire over an 

extended period of time, the theme of modelling emerged strongly from the literature, from 

teacher and student interviews as well as my auto-ethnographic study (see chapter 1). Of 

particular relevance to this study was the use of vocal, kinaesthetic, and aural modelling in 

shaping pedagogical emphases. Of additional significance was the impact of the 

performer/teacher as model of the profession, a view reflected back in student interviews 

referenced in chapters 4 and 5.  

The historical model for Conservatorium voice training was established in the bel 

canto era, and continued until the 19th century. It was characterised by extensive use of 

modelling in the form of daily singing lessons and supervised practice.  “I think that this 

method in effect involved the training of the singer’s ear to recognize and accept those 

sounds that the teacher preferred rather than the ones that the singers themselves would find 

aurally acceptable” (Chapman, xvi). The model which exists in today’s Conservatoires is that 

of the weekly singing lesson with unsupervised practice, something which Chapman believes 

can hinder vocal development as “Students do not have the opportunity and time to develop 

an understanding and acceptance of their own aural mismatch” (2012, xvii). 

Observations noted in my teaching diary (2005) identified several instances where 

vocal, musical and physical modelling served to shape areas of inquiry. On one occasion, 

wishing to communicate the type of dynamic delivery essential to recitative in a particular 



142 
 

oratorio, I sang a few phrases to my student in order to demonstrate the externalised type of 

commitment and energised enunciation of text required for effective delivery and authenticity 

of style in performance. In another instance, a student lacking sufficient physical awareness 

or concept of a free vocal sound responded positively to direct vocal imitation. Another 

student whose singing lacked sufficient physical engagement, suggested he “needed to get 

inside the piece more” (M. Schindler, unpublished teaching diary). What do 

performer/teachers understand by such terms and how does modelling serve to facilitate the 

learning process?  

The role of imitation as a form of modelling was also identified. Imitation as a 

pedagogical tool was mostly viewed negatively by teachers such as Anna Connolly who 

cautions against the heavy use of imitation which is commonly utilised by untrained 

performer/teachers in place of a pedagogical approach which utilises a more physiologically 

based teaching method.  “If you (the student) don't understand how you do what you do, no 

amount of mimicry is ever going to help you.  Because then that person (the teacher/model) 

goes away and you haven't got that sound to mimic” (A. Connolly, personal communication, 

May 25, 2011). However, aural modelling especially that utilised in the form of an aural 

library, was identified as key in establishing quality vocal models, encapsulated in this 

comment from Joseph Ward who reflects on his experience of performing alongside some of 

the world’s most renowned opera singers: 

When you consider the singers that were around: Del Monaco, Vickers, Price, Callas, 

Tebaldi, all of those wonderful voices … I got to hear those voices and those sounds 

have remained in my ears. The fact that one has standards of one’s own ears makes 

you choosy about the sounds they (students) make. (J. Ward, personal 

communication, February 18, 2009) 
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Davidson and Scripp (1992) refer to modelling as a key tool which musicians use to 

support the thought processes inherent in music learning, akin to the explicit and tacit 

exchange of information between the master musician and the apprentice. In a study 

examining different ways of knowing, they cite modelling as an approach in which the focus 

is directed to the teacher’s performance throughout imitation so that students work towards 

transforming musical understanding from their own point of view. Rowena Cowley refers to 

the way in which modelling is utilised in her pedagogical practice: 

It certainly is helpful to the way I teach, which is quite strongly model oriented. It’s 

not that I expect people to sing the way I do but I constantly model good, medium, 

bad, that kind of thing. Because I now can do that it’s a tremendously quick way of, 

relatively quick way of going where you need to go. (R. Cowley, personal 

communication, April 12, 2008) 

Stephen Grant adds his comments to the role aural modelling plays in vocal development:  

I think it’s important to expose oneself to the highest level of singing that one can 

possibly hear. I do think that there’s an amazing effect. We’ve noticed that if a student 

goes off to hear a Renee Fleming or someone like that they come back for the next 

lesson singing better. So I don’t know whether it’s the empathetic nervous system 

providing information, or whether it’s just inspiration. I know for myself, it was 

critical to have fantastic musicians to emulate. I think it can lend a sense of what style 

might be. Also what’s an appropriate vocal colour. (S. Grant, personal 

communication, 5 January, 2009) 

Rowena Cowley expands the impact of aural modelling on the student ear to describe the 

influence which her witnessing of high calibre live performance played in consolidating 

aspects of aural, vocal and physical modelling which informed her teaching approach: 
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Certainly I had done an enormous amount of reading and really had been through the 

depths of my own technique and had seen an enormous amount of performance.  That 

sounds funny I know, but I actually saw about 250 performances at the Met (The 

Metropolitan Opera, New York). That was an enormously important part of what I 

learnt. Multiple performances of the same roles with different people and with the 

same people. So you learn some of the variations between performances that go on.  

That there are people at that level who sing remarkably badly.  That there are people 

who sing in ways that you can only describe as inspiring. But particularly in listening 

to male voices I think I learnt a lot by listening to them doing it at a good level. (R. 

Cowley, personal communication, April 12, 2008) 

She adds: 

I think it’s really important to renew those aural aspects as often as possible at as high 

a level as possible.  At the national level, at the local level, at the youth level, at the 

amateur level and at the absolute top level of international performance, live where 

possible because there’s something that you take in at a live performance that you 

cannot take in from a recording. (R. Cowley, personal communication, April 12, 

2008) 

Greg Massingham highlighted the role of aural modelling in a performer’s experiential 

knowledge: 

An artistic outlook is not always something that is gained by doing. I listen all the 

time and I think that is the most important thing that a performer has is their ears and 

their imagination, but the ears primarily, because that is the source of one’s 

information as a performer and also as a teacher. (G. Massingham, personal 

communication, July 3, 2008) 

Barry Ryan concurs:  
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When I'm performing I'm listening - I'm not just performing - I'm listening to what 

people are doing and sometimes it's difficult because I think, “Ooh you're in trouble, 

or gee that was great!” But you do develop a sense of what's healthy singing and 

what's dangerous singing. (B. Ryan, personal communication, January 7, 2009) 

Neil Semer discusses the role listening played when formulating aural models at the 

beginning of his quest to learn about vocal pedagogy as taught by the teaching masters of the 

bel canto era such as Francesco Lamperti (1813-92) and his son, Giovanni Battista Lamperti 

(1839-1910): 

I had worked out a lot on my own, and between Lamperti and understanding vocal 

science I just started to construct a pedagogy.  I love Lamperti but there’s no real 

mechanical knowledge in it.  But I knew there was something very artistically right. I 

came to music because of the passion it excited in me as a teenager when I listened to 

these great Italian singers that were already starting to end their time. Tebaldi and 

Bastianinni, those kind of very passionate Italian singers who had their apex in the 

fifties.  I was younger than that, but I thought “I will listen to these people” and this 

kind of singing just rocked my world.  Really quite frankly, it rocked my world that 

the music to me was all about passion to my overheated teenage hormones.  So the 

thought of a pedagogy that was based on that kind of energy made perfect sense to 

me. I started to construct a pedagogy based on the philosophy of singing as sung by 

Lamperti and my own love of passionate music making and started to really 

understand the body through that. Coupled with listening and listening and listening to 

great singers and watching them.  I would go to the opera with big game glasses 

staring down every bit of their body.  It really was a very passionate quest. (N. Semer, 

personal communication, April 7, 2008) 
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Horst Günther (1992) suggests that in listening to and observing great singers, 

students develop images. “Our doing is the imitation of remembered experiences in the 

mental image” (p.5). These observations are supported in the literature by Coffin (1989) who 

insists, “How can a teacher teach high quality live vocal performance if he has not heard it? 

How can a chef teach cooking without a taste for good foods? This implies that all teachers of 

singing should hear as much good quality live performance as possible” (p. ix). “It’s 

important for a teacher to have sung or be a singer because you’ve got to try out things. They 

have to work for you if you’re going to be able to teach them to somebody else.” Swank 

(2002, p. 197) Rowena Cowley concurs, “I think that to know intimately and continually as 

much as possible what it feels like to sing at the optimal physiological, acoustic and 

emotionally expressive level is crucial. It increases the ability to empathise with what’s going 

on in a singer’s throat. That’s a major tool for teachers” (R. Cowley, personal 

communication, April 12, 2008).  

Miller (1984) cautions institutions against the appointments of big name singers saying, “It 

would be detrimental to the teaching profession if great performing ability were to be 

mistaken for great ability in teaching” (p. 42) Describing his most influential voice teacher, 

Paul McMahon suggests “the fact that he has really very little performing experience also 

does not stop him being an effective teacher” (P. McMahon, personal communication, 

September 12, 2008). Miller (1996) suggests that the growing number of performer/teachers 

in America has improved the overall standard and national reputation for singing (p. 28) a 

view echoed by Rowena Cowley, who states that in Europe the traditional approach of 

passing on one’s artistry remains the prevailing pedagogical model while in America, the 

recognition of the strengths in rigorous pedagogical courses underpinning performance 

training is the established norm and a key contributing factor to the high standard of singing 

in the U.S. (R. Cowley, personal communication, April 12, 2008). 
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 The institutional implications for performers engaged as teachers will be investigated 

further in chapter 7. 

 

6.4 Student perceptions of experience and teaching 

Student perceptions of the role experience plays in the teaching and learning exchange 

identified the value students place on their teacher’s direct experience of a range of 

performance settings from auditions to concert performances, role preparation and others;  a 

performer/teacher’s understanding of the effects of performance anxiety and how to cope; the 

learning benefits of studying with a performer/teacher in having access to a variety of 

pedagogical tools borne of their teacher’s experience and study as well as perceived 

advantages of their teacher having overcome technical difficulties of their own. An ability to 

merge performer attributes and teacher attributes to offer a coherent balanced pedagogical 

approach was also cited as beneficial to the learning experience. Students in focus group B 

expressed their appreciation of their teacher’s first-hand experience of auditioning: 

It’s really good to know when you’re going into an audition she has plenty of like, 

“When I messed up this or when I did that...” and it gives you the ability to think 

“Okay, so it’s not the end of the world (A), if I mess up and (B) these are the things 

that she’s used that have worked in performance. (Student focus group, personal 

communication, February 26, 2008) 

As an active performer/teacher Paul McMahon acknowledges the importance of 

encouraging students to identify the important learning outcomes unique to the experience of 

performance, 

I’m always encouraging students to perform as much as they can, because as much as 

they mightn’t like it, they will learn things about their voice and the way they sing by 
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going through a process of being nervous and singing badly. (P. McMahon, personal 

communication, September 12, 2008) 

Students from one focus group cited their teacher’s ability to develop and utilise a 

range of pedagogical strategies based on performing experience as well as continued vocal 

study as being beneficial to the student learning experience; 

With Margaret I find there’s not just one way of solving a problem, there’s about 

seven. I think that’s very, very important. I think she has worked through some pretty 

significant technical problems herself at various points as a performer and having had 

to solve them, often under pressure, has given her that knowledge and yeah not being 

able to do it immediately but having to struggle to learn, means that she can teach. I 

think she studied with both performers and strictly pedagogues and so I think she’s 

just able to blend the two very well. (Student focus group, personal communication, 

February 26, 2008) 

The following three extracts from group student interviews contain comments from 

those students who expressed a preference for studying with a teacher who utilised 

knowledge other than performance- based understanding.  

I can only say that all the teachers I had before (Margaret) were basically just 

performance teachers. They didn’t work on too much technique or anything like that 

so when I came here my understanding of how my body works and how to use my 

body vocally, came along in leaps and bounds. (Student focus group, March 6, 2008) 

 

I think there’s a lot better understanding of the body and singing nowadays and how it 

works. I think that it’s important no matter who you are, performer or (non-performer) 

teacher you need to understand exactly which muscles (to use), you need to 

understand the technical part of it. With Margaret I found she knows the techniques, 
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she knows how to perform well so she can take it from either a text or her own 

experience and so I liked that she made me buy a textbook that I can read and go 

“Oh... okay!” (Student focus group, February 26, 2008)  

In this way, we can observe how experience in the form of personal journeying, experience as 

a learner (past and ongoing), as well as that of performer, converge to create a dynamic, 

multi-faceted vocal pedagogy.  In a majority of cases, teacher lineage contributed only 

minimally to teaching strategies of voice teachers interviewed for this study. Rather the 

teacher’s personal journey as learner and performer as well as their engagement with the 

interdisciplinary approach in overcoming career obstacles and creating opportunities for 

continuous learning emerged as key to the findings. The role of experience in developing 

models: kinaesthetic, psychological (such as mental imagery), musical, vocal and aural 

(including imitation) was identified as critical to the learning and teaching exchange. Finally, 

student perceptions of the performer/teacher’s experience identified a number of 

characteristics deemed advantageous to the learning process including the 

performer/teacher’s ability to utilise knowledge borne of first-hand performance experience 

in addition to knowledge acquired through ongoing professional activity and continuous 

learning. Further studies related to performance experience influencing vocal pedagogy could 

encompass the psychology of singing and student empowerment. 
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Chapter Seven: Institutional Implications  

7.1 Introduction 

If not carefully managed there can be a tension between singers who become one to one 

classical voice teachers at tertiary level and the institutional environment and expectations in 

which they operate. While it is widely acknowledged that high calibre performers, active or 

retired, enhance the public profile of institutions and assume a valuable role in student 

recruitment as well as student learning, many performers find the shift in professional 

emphasis from one based primarily on their individual careers to one which includes 

responsibility for a student teaching load as well as meeting the expectations of an academic 

role, somewhat disconcerting. Janice Chapman defends this tendency, “A lot of the time 

performers are very self-centred. They have to be if they’re top notch” (J. Chapman, personal 

communication, October 8, 2006). 

This chapter explores the implications, both positive and negative, of the performer as 

teacher within the tertiary setting, identifying the challenges to institutions of the 

performer/teacher not trained in vocal pedagogy. The term `untrained’ is used in this context 

to describe singers who lack formal qualifications or study experience in vocal pedagogy 

including areas such as vocal anatomy and physiology, voice science, education and student 

learning. It does not refer to expertise acquired through performance training and stage 

experience. The impact which unidentified or unresolved issues as `failed’ or `damaged’ 

performers have on the student learning experience as well as institutional culture, also 

proved relevant to the discussion.  

In setting the context for this discussion it is relevant to note the changes in 

institutional governance which occurred throughout much of the world post WWII and in 

Australian institutions of higher education in the early 1990s, leading to the amalgamation of 
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formerly independent conservatoires with universities. This change to institutional culture 

impacted key characteristics of tertiary music education, particularly in the training of 

performers.    

At QCGU since that time, there have been increasing challenges for staff and arts 

education institutions as a whole in responding to pressure from the wider university sector to 

produce students who are ‘industry ready’ in the face of steady contraction of program 

offerings including shorter lesson times, an academic year reduced from 33 weeks prior to 

amalgamation to 28 weeks post amalgamation and cut further to 24 weeks as it currently 

stands, as well as reduced funding for staffing resources and staged productions.  The 

changes which have evolved slowly within Australian arts education institutions and 

throughout the world, have impacted the training environment for classical singers and their 

learning experience as a whole. Commentary in The Australian (2012 and 2014) highlighted 

the impact of MOOCs (massive open online courses) on the fundamental nature of higher 

education and the environment in which it will be delivered, predicting a dramatic alteration 

over the next 10-15 years. While this may or may not be directly relevant to the training of 

musicians at tertiary level, it points towards a trend which threatens the fundamental nature of 

higher education and its perceived value within society. Many of the current changes to arts 

education are mirrored in the challenges which the professional environment faces.  State and 

national opera companies and other major performance organisations have been compelled to 

reduce operational costs and re-shape artistic objectives to remain competitive in a leaner, 

meaner funding environment where commercial gain is paramount to survival. This has 

decreased opportunities for both emerging and established professional artists. Competition 

for government funding, state and federal has seen the refocusing of arts organisations on 

versatility and adaptability, with a stronger emphasis on regional outreach and educational 
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incentives to shore up support. It is incumbent on the tertiary vocal environment to respond to 

these trends by being adaptable while adhering to the basic tenets of the vocal arts. 

The way in which vocal study is structured within a wider context of undergraduate, 

postgraduate and higher research degree models as a way of consolidating musical training, 

new and existing trainee principal programs in state and national companies and summer 

schools, as well as the role they play in advancing the standard of singing and performance 

craft in this country have served to refocus attention on the efficacy of traditional modes of 

transmission including one to one teaching. The ability for vocal pedagogues to meet these 

demands in terms of demonstrable teaching outcomes has exposed the work of teachers who 

adhere to more traditional approaches. While recognising the importance of the bel canto 

style of vocal training, today’s arts education institutions cannot provide seven years of daily 

individual tuition. Pedagogical practices can however, be adapted to better utilise the 

substantial and increasing body of knowledge and research in voice and voice related 

disciplines and variations on modes of delivery. Universities are well positioned to 

implement an interdisciplinary approach with incentives for research through collaboration 

with allied areas such as speech pathology, medicine, and sports psychology. Tertiary voice 

teachers can ensure that course content instils deep learning and first principles as well as a 

sense of alignment with long term goals and professional pathways and we can continue to 

serve as models of good professional practice to our students. Over time, an understanding of 

voice and voice training has improved radically, which feeds back into pedagogical practice 

at the same time as resources are heavily constrained. The great challenge for voice training 

over the next decades is to optimise the effects of the former and minimise the limitations 

caused by the latter. 

In the years following amalgamation in Australia, conservatoires and other specialist 

schools struggled to fully integrate with some wider university practices and expectations. 
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Prior to amalgamation “staff were expected to just do the thing they were good at and be 

otherwise left alone.” (P. Roennfeldt, personal communication, April 26, 2012).  The change 

in institutional culture which followed amalgamation brought with it greater diversity of 

course curriculum, hence more staff were required to fill managerial roles. Lancaster, (2002), 

cites McWilliam in commenting on the necessity for all academic staff to expand their skill 

sets in order to appropriately engage with the wider university and all that it represents. “As 

‘professional experts’, academics must now have quite specific knowledge about the 

communication and operational systems through which they are to manage their work in the 

large organisation that is the university”, (p.2). Some appointments of new academic staff 

members in the late 1990s carried with them employment conditions which included the 

holding of a higher research degree or the expectation that one would be acquired if 

appropriate. This proved confronting for a number of staff; however others took up the 

challenge of research and flourished.  Interdisciplinary activity has served to interface neatly 

with the research component which forms part of the tertiary teacher’s professional profile. In 

the case of staff that have predominantly performance oriented profiles, the university’s and 

national recognition of artistic practice as research, has engendered a stronger sense of 

inclusion in this regard. The following discussion will examine institutional challenges, 

firstly from the perspective of the performer/teacher engaged in this setting before identifying 

those areas of consideration for institutions, such as teacher skilling, personae, and the role of 

the performer/teacher in institutional profiling. 

 

7.2. Challenges to performer/teachers of the tertiary environment 

Australian tertiary level voice teachers interviewed for this study who had active 

performance profiles identified three main areas of consideration regarding the challenges 
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they face in maintaining dual professional identities of teacher and performer:  time 

management; institutional constraints and values; and challenges to physical, psychological 

as well as emotional resources. The following discussion provides the details and 

implications of these findings. 

 

Time Management 

Five main issues in terms of time management for performer/teachers engaged at 

tertiary level were identified: the challenge of pacing oneself to fulfil the responsibilities of 

dual profiles; balancing the workload of teaching and performing; juggling tour commitments 

with an academic timetable; negotiating those aspects of performing that interrupt normal 

routine; and the impact of a disjointed teaching schedule on student learning.  

In addressing the first two issues raised above, performer/ teachers identified the 

challenges they faced in balancing performance commitments including practice time and 

role preparation, with their academic responsibilities and teaching timetables.  Paul 

McMahon spoke of the necessity to prioritise daily vocal practice and preparation for 

performance commitments within his academic schedule. He also identified the challenges he 

faces in `catching up’ teaching time missed, owing to performance commitments. 

This is something that is a major issue (time management). Over the past few years 

I’ve made my own time first thing in the morning, and I don’t start teaching before 10 

o’clock. I hope I have at least an hour every day where I am able to do my own 

practice and work on material that I need to perform. The difficulties arise if I take 

time off from teaching, because I have to make up those lessons. And that’s when it 

can become extremely draining, both mentally and physically. In the last few years, 

it’s been okay – I guess I’ve built up a kind of stamina now. But in the past I found 

that very physically draining. I think my performances have suffered from that. I try 
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and be as flexible as I can with students because I want that flexibility returned. There 

are some weeks when I’m not there, and it’s okay. The students know that they mostly 

don’t need a lesson every week, and that some weeks they’ll have two lessons, but 

that they’ll always have their required number (of lessons). (P. McMahon, personal 

communication, September 12, 2008) 

Lynn Eustis (2013) concurs with the notion of allocating time for performance related 

activity, “One must protect one’s own vocal time and somehow find time to practice among 

all of the lessons. I find that I have to limit how much demonstrating I do when I have 

performances on the horizon.” (p.102). Rowena Cowley concurs and offered this perspective 

on balancing the demands of performance with the regimen of her teaching schedule, 

“Performing was always for me psychically challenging.  It was something that was upsetting 

of normal routine and required me to be a self-focussed person in a way that I wasn’t entirely 

comfortable with” (R. Cowley, personal communication, April 12, 2008). 

 In the following statement, Barry Ryan circumscribes his approach to role preparation 

and time management when faced with combining his academic workload with undertaking a 

lengthy performance commitment such as a major principal role in a long running opera. 

I get the calendar out and say, “Right … I've got from this date to that date when the 

rehearsal starts.” So I've got, say, 54 days, and let’s say the role is 108 pages long, for 

instance. I have a graph and I write out every page number down the graph and I start. 

I think, “Right, well I've got to do two pages a day, every day, for 58 (sic) days, to get 

there”. If the other role is smaller, I do one page a day for, say, 80 days. That's how I 

do it… (B. Ryan, personal communication, January 7, 2009) 

Another common theme to emerge in the findings was the challenge 

performer/teachers face when juggling tour commitments with the scheduling of an academic 

timetable.  Barry Ryan acknowledged that the challenges of maintaining a high profile 
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operatic career comes at a cost to student contact time and continuity of lesson delivery, 

sometimes resulting in students electing to change teachers. 

It's incredibly difficult sometimes for me to balance it up and that's when I feel it's a 

little unfair on the students because if I'm away in Melbourne for six weeks, which I 

was recently, I have  to take annual leave. In that respect the study with the students 

can be a little disjointed. It has happened that I've had a couple of students, probably 

three students, that after the first semester were complaining, put it that way. I say to 

them, “Look I did warn you. But if you feel that you need constant attention from 

somebody else ... fine. (B. Ryan, personal communication, January 7, 2009) 

Janice Chapman supports the performer/teacher in adopting this approach: “For some 

students who want more mothering maybe they’ll choose differently but you can respect that. 

And the ones who understand what they’re getting from the performer/ teacher are going to 

hang on” (J. Chapman, personal communication, October 8, 2006). Paul McMahon agrees 

teacher absence can be an issue for some students, “For the times when the teacher is away 

performing, I guess that would be a negative for that student. You’re dealing with the 

individual student; each one is different” (P. McMahon, personal communication, September 

12, 2008). Smith (2004) suggests solutions for performer/teachers seeking to ensure better 

continuity of student learning during times of teacher absence including “accelerated teaching 

plans” whereby lessons are delivered in a more intensive mode or on consecutive days prior 

to departure; “ long term planning” of teaching to compensate for missed lessons, and “group 

learning experiences” (pp. 10-11). 

Janice Chapman puts forward the negative implications for student learning of the 

active performer/teacher profile:  

There are performing artists, who are still, at the height of their performance careers, 

doing things like master classes, but they’re very rarely - it seems - able to commit to 
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teaching in a way, especially in a tertiary institution or a music college, which is 

actually beneficial to the students. Because they’re more often not there than there and 

the students need regularity, continuity. (J. Chapman, personal communication, 

October 8, 2006) 

Patricia Price concurs, “With present day performers the biggest issue is when they go away 

to perform, they leave a student high and dry without lessons for a while” (P. Price, personal 

communication, January 30, 2011). Rowena Cowley confirms this practice, noting the 

negative impact on student progression:  

Sometimes I’m aware that there are kids who are left for some weeks at a time while 

their teachers are away performing. In some cases there is a bit of sharing of students 

when that happens. There is the potential for a student to go off on the wrong track for 

three or four weeks while their teacher is away, meaning you’ve really got some 

major zigzagging to do when you come back.  So I do think there is some 

disadvantage. (R. Cowley, personal communication, April 12, 2008) 

Stephen Grant described the need to alter his vocal practice regime as his teaching and 

academic responsibilities increased over time. “I’m working full time, so performing and 

rehearsing – practising for that matter, have to happen in a much more compact time frame 

(S. Grant, personal communication, 5 January, 2009). This view was further substantiated in 

findings from student interviews conducted for this study and detailed later in the chapter. 

Richard Miller, an active performer/teacher throughout much of his academic life, formulated 

a list of studio procedures to aid performer/teacher organisation and assist in maintaining 

professional balance (1996, p. 206), whilst others such as Ware (1999) and Eustis (2013) also 

address time management issues which performers face in juggling the various aspects of 

their creative and academic lives, juxtaposing performance activities with administrative 

responsibilities and university business  (see chapter 2). Smith (2005) traces the history of the 



158 
 

performing teacher from the Middle Ages to the twenty-first century, concluding, “Those 

who struggle to balance their lives as performers and as teachers find themselves in the 

excellent company of faithful masters from every period of history. Their dedication to the 

artistry of music-making and teaching has given their lives meaning and purpose.  In their 

search for excellence, each has faced an obstacle course of public or administrative 

impediments” (p. 13).  

 

Institutional constraints 

Several performer/ teachers interviewed for this study expressed their frustration at a 

perceived lack of institutional support or adequate recognition of performer/teachers in terms 

of the benefits they provide to teaching and learning in the form of institutional profiling and 

student recruitment. Paul McMahon states, “I have to say further up the (university) hierarchy 

they often have no idea what singers do, because very few of those people actually do any 

decent performing” (P. McMahon, personal communication, September 12, 2008). McMahon 

goes on to highlight a lack of understanding on the part of the institution for the need for 

flexibility in terms of academic duties, to accommodate a performer’s need to travel and tour. 

It hasn’t happened so far, but I can see there’s a chance that eyebrows will be raised 

when I am away for whatever it is that I’m doing (performing), because I’m not at 

some research meeting or whatever it is. (P. McMahon, personal communication, 

September 12, 2008) 

Ware (1999) concurs, citing the numerous responsibilities and demands, including personal, 

which comprise the present day performer/teacher working profile, “Artist-teachers must 

cope with juggling creative activities (singing engagements) with teaching, deal with a 

multitude of administrative and business issues, and associate with colleagues who may not 

be very supportive” (p.52).  Smith (2005), cautions, “If the administration is too rigid, the 
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finest performing teachers will not be available for the academic setting. If the administration 

is too lax, the students will suffer from the absence of the performing teacher” (p. 8). Linked 

to the challenges performer/teachers face with time management was finding ways in which 

to disengage from administrative demands when performances were pending and to resist the 

tacit pressure to teach on the day of a performance.  Andrew Dalton recalls a period in his life 

when he was balancing his role as Head of Voice at the Canberra School of Music with 

regular engagements as a principal artist at Opera Australia, 

I suppose I became more disciplined in compartmentalising that part of my work. I 

mean when you’re preparing a role and you’re still timetabling stuff in your 

department or studio, you just have to get on with it. I think you can’t be precious 

about what you have to do, what you have to achieve. So it was time issues, I suppose. 

That probably, I suspect, would have been interesting for a young student to observe 

and hear that coming from the horse’s mouth. There I was out there doing it, and they 

could hear you saying “Well its hard work balancing all these plates at the same 

time.” And I didn’t have a wife and four children. There are singers who’ve got all 

that to spin around as well. (A. Dalton, personal communication, January 8, 2009) 

Greg Massingham refers to the tacit pressure he experienced for many years, to teach 

on the day of a performance in order to fulfil his teaching responsibilities. “I would never 

now do a rehearsal and teach on the day of a performance, particularly since I haven’t been 

that well. Before however, I would often teach on the day of a performance which is 

ridiculous” (G. Massingham, personal communication, July 3, 2008). Massingham suggested 

the introduction of assistant teacher models such as those routinely adopted in tertiary music 

institutions abroad, as one way of ameliorating the need for adequate time and space for 

performer/teachers to fulfil their artistic roles.  
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Miller (1996) adds his voice to the “myriad things a voice teacher is expected to do” 

at tertiary level and suggests that the quality of teaching is often diminished in meeting 

institutional expectations through performance and academic service. “Actual teaching 

sometimes suffers in competition with the myriad things a voice teacher is expected to do. 

There is the off-campus professional performance schedule that must be kept going, not just 

for our own satisfaction, but because we want to provide a model of activity for our students, 

and because administration expects it of us. There is new music to be learned for the annual 

faculty recital, preparation for the course that has to be taught, committee duties to worry 

about, working up an important audition, prodding the agent who always need to be nudged, 

and with it all, giving one hundred percent to a full time teaching schedule. How can one 

keep on top of it all?” (p. 206). 

The role of research within the performer/teacher’s working profile was also raised in 

teacher interviews conducted for this study and prefaced in the introductory section of this 

chapter. Whilst some performer/ teachers have been able to successfully align aspects of their 

artistic practice with research, those teachers who are no longer active performers but assume 

prominent profiles within their respective institutions often face other institutional 

expectations in this regard. “Within the institutional setting, I’ve had to do other research in 

lieu of not performing” (M. Ryan, personal communication, December 22, 2010). Greg 

Massingham referred to the de-motivation for performer/teachers of balancing heavy teaching 

and administrative workloads with a research profile while performing concurrently, 

particularly when research criteria seemed at odds with the fundamental nature of artistic 

activity, “With the absorption of conservatoria into the university system, the 

performer/teacher in this country is often frustrated when forced to comply with research 

criteria that have little sympathy with, or understanding of traditional musical practice” (G. 

Massingham, personal communication, July 3, 2008).  
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The revision of workload structures in recent times at institutions like QCGU has 

afforded tertiary voice teachers the opportunity to redefine their working profile to more 

accurately reflect the nature and strengths of their professional identity. 

 

Challenge to personal Physical, Psychological and Emotional resources 

A range of themes emerged relating to the challenges performer/ teachers face in 

finding the personal resources to meet the demands of their performance profiles while 

engaged in an institutional role as teacher and academic.  These included the ability to 

transition from self-focused performer to student-focused teacher and the need to be 

protective of themselves prior to performance; physically mentally, emotionally and vocally. 

The latter led to the role which teacher guilt plays in the performer/teacher’s psychological 

make-up. Teachers interviewed for this study identified feelings of guilt over apportioning 

and prioritising time for performance preparation and the perception of shirking one’s 

responsibilities in doing so. They also referred to the pressure to be ‘invincible’, as Greg 

Massingham described it, 

As a younger performer I should have acted differently towards my performances than 

I did then. I thought I was invincible. I thought I had enough strength to do both. I 

thought I had enough mental focus to do both. I thought, “I can do this, stop being a 

wimp!” I should have been more selfish, more performance oriented. There was a 

feeling of guilt. I know now I would have given much better performances. I would 

have been a much better singer. I would have had more time to reflect on the 

performances and the whole environment of the performance which in turn would 

inform my teaching if I had approached the time elements of preparation and other 

elements of performance in a more measured way as I do now. (G. Massingham, 

personal communication, July 3, 2008) 
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Barry Ryan commented on the vocal compromise which accompanies teaching on 

performance days, 

It's better on the day of a performance that I don't talk. It has happened a few times 

that I've had a class on the day of a performance. It's a two hour class. You're talking a 

lot and as much as I try and do it (speak) in the right position, it just take a slight edge 

of the voice (B. Ryan, personal communication, January 7, 2009). 

Joseph Ward refers to the personal conflict he experienced in negotiating his move into 

teaching while still performing:  

I had the pull of the profession and the teaching and as we know, a student does not 

want his teacher to go away for six weeks and do a tour and come back and give six 

lessons in one week. We’ve all done it. I got to feel guilty about this. (J. Ward, 

personal communication, February 18, 2009) 

In contrast, Paul McMahon does not experience teacher guilt over the need to 

prioritise his own working time or for his absence to fulfil performance obligations: 

I certainly don’t make any apology for doing what I do, because I see that it is 

something that is important to consider (by the institution). As far as the students go, 

I’ve never taken that role of “Oh I’m sorry, I have to do this.” I’m basically not 

available for that time first thing in the morning, up until 10 o’clock. I make sure that 

I don’t answer the phone and I don’t answer emails (during that time). (P. McMahon, 

personal communication, September 12, 2008) 

Janice Chapman concurs with the need for performer/teachers to make a conscious effort to 

temporarily distance themselves from the teaching dynamic and student demands as a means 

of maintaining and nurturing their own artistic and personal identity: 

Because you’re attached to them (students) you go into their space. You need a little 

wall, a little place - this is the performing me. It’s an energy thing (performing). It’s 
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an emotional drain. Say, “I’m sorry; I’m not available to you for a few days.” And I 

think it’s important to recognise it’s not you being selfish, it’s you being a performer. 

You have a duty to yourself and to your students to actually make that sacrosanct. (J. 

Chapman, personal communication, October 8, 2006) 

Chapman’s view resonates with the approach I have taken in maintaining my own 

performance/teaching profile. However, I concur with the views of others in experiencing 

teacher guilt in the way I have negotiated these dual roles. Also, as borne out in comments 

from student interviews which appear later in this chapter, there is often a quasi-resentment 

on the part of students, when lesson continuity is not able to be fulfilled. Although a majority 

of students recognise the benefits of studying with a teacher/performer there are key stages of 

development when consistency of lesson contact is critical. This was reiterated in student 

interviews to quite an extensive degree.   

I have also experienced a type of ‘teaching envy’ of those colleagues who, having 

retired from performing completely, are able to devote their energies fully to the 

advancement of their students whereas I am still in a committed ‘relationship’ with my 

performing self. While performer/teachers bring the benefits of their performing experience 

and the inspiration which follows a rewarding artistic endeavour, to the teaching studio, it 

often takes time after a period of absence, to feel as though one’s students have forgiven one 

for their perceived ‘abandonment’. There is a sense of not only dual professional roles, dual 

identities but also dual relationships, a quasi-division of loyalties; the relationship a 

performer/teacher has with their students and the relationship they have with their music and 

performance. This perception was validated in a comment from a student interviewed for this 

study: 

Sometimes their (performer/teacher’s) focus is on what they’ve got to do because 

they’ve still got to do it to a high standard so it’s important that they have time to 
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focus on what they’re going to be performing and that sometimes means time away 

from you. Time away from that focus of developing the student. For performers that 

have had teachers that have retired, those teachers have had the experience (of 

performing), but now their whole purpose to their career at this stage of their life is to 

develop the student. So I guess that can be... (an advantage). (Student, personal 

communication, February 26, 2008) 

Eustis (2013) offers her personal perspective on this issue: “Sometimes I feel guilty 

when I take time for my own singing, but I know that I can’t serve my studio effectively if 

I’m distracted or bitter. My students benefit from having a teacher who is still actively 

performing, and I learn something during every singing job that I apply directly to my 

teaching.” Brenda-Jo Smith (2004-2005, p.4) further supports these findings, saying “Artists 

generally gather their powers for mental agility and artistic freshness outside the press of 

worldly routines. For many performers, solitude is the main source for mental and spiritual 

readiness. For these artists, the communal act of teaching was not seen as conducive to their 

work as performers” (Smith, 2004-2005, p. 9).  However, Stephen Grant identifies a shift in 

the way he now manages his energy reserves for performance:  

Previously, I felt like I needed a lot of space, and I needed a lot of quiet, and I needed 

time to just be with myself and be with my music. I now don’t have the liberty on 

most days to withdraw to a private sphere so easily. However, I don’t feel that I have 

to be as protective of myself as I once did, and maybe that’s just more confidence in 

my technique and my ability to know when it’s time to retreat to oneself and when it’s 

time to be more extroverted. (S. Grant, personal communication, 5 January, 2009) 

Greg Massingham believes that no matter how skilled the performer/teacher is at 

juggling these roles the two profiles are fundamentally at odds with one another in terms of 

physical and emotional demands: 
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Balancing a full time teaching load with performing is a delicate task that requires 

significant planning of one’s time and vocal resources. However, as skilful as one 

might wish to be in acquiring this balance, the two are not good bedfellows and 

usually one, or both, suffers amidst the demands of the current tertiary environment. 

(G. Massingham, personal communication, July 3, 2008)  

Maree Ryan agrees, making the following observation about two performer/teacher 

colleagues at the Sydney Conservatorium of Music: 

Focusing on both things (teaching and performing) at once is hard for Barry (Ryan) 

and Anke (Hoeppner). A difficult time and energy management area. They have to 

accommodate the Opera Australia timetable within their teaching schedule. They have 

to successfully manoeuvre their way around the obstacles of wearing two special hats. 

It’s challenging, plus the fatigue. He (Barry Ryan) is physically tired the next day 

(following a performance). (M. Ryan, personal communication, December 22, 2010) 

In summary, performer/teachers identified three main areas of consideration 

impacting their engagement with the tertiary setting: time management including timetabling 

of lessons and personal performance preparation; institutional constraints in the form of 

increased administrative and managerial roles; and the demands on personal resources, 

physical, psychological as well as emotional in maintaining dual professional identities. 

Within these categories, several other themes proved significant to the findings such as:  

teacher guilt when performance obligations result in teacher absence; a perceived lack of 

understanding and appreciation on behalf of the institution, for what a performer does and 

contributes to institutional culture including profiling; and the challenge to engage 

meaningfully with research activity. Implications for those performer/teachers who enter the 

tertiary environment as ‘untrained’ singers is explored in the following section where 
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performer/teachers lend their voices to the role which teacher skilling plays in student 

learning and in meeting  the demands of a changing institutional environment.  

7.2 The performing artist as untrained teacher 

In Chapter 4, the rich and complex layering of performer knowledge and its role in the 

teaching of the singers of tomorrow was extensively explored. However, this study also 

identified negative implications of singer as teacher, both for students engaged in one to one 

learning and for institutions, in integrating and often ‘managing’ the individual and distinct 

skill sets of this dual identity. The context in which the use of the word ‘untrained’ is 

employed within this discussion is detailed in the introduction to this chapter.  

Following the amalgamation of a majority of independent Australian conservatoires 

with universities in the early 1990s referred to earlier in the discussion, a shift in educational 

paradigms exposed the ‘untrained’ status of many performers who enter the tertiary teaching 

environment with no prior experience or formal training as teachers. Throughout the years 

following amalgamation, performer teachers were encouraged to engage with professional 

development activities and to seek higher degree qualifications; to participate in peer teaching 

reviews and reflective practice initiatives. In recent years, music institutions in Australia and 

throughout the world have been reviewing the delivery of one to one teaching, its high cost 

causing universities to focus their attention on the quality, delivery and efficacy of traditional 

modes of transmission. Several studies have been conducted on this topic including Gaunt 

(2006) and Carey (2013). Whilst not of direct relevance to this discussion, the implications 

for changes to teaching delivery in music institutions impacts teacher identity and would 

therefore be significant in terms of the unique ways in which performer/teacher knowledge 

and persona is utilised in the one to one setting.   
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Performing experience equals teaching ability  

Of primary significance is the view that performance skills and experience provide 

teachers with sufficient scope of reference for voice teaching at tertiary level. “One of the 

biggest surprises to most musicians venturing into the world of teaching is the discovery that 

having performance expertise will not give them everything they need to become good 

teachers” (Watkins and Scott, 2012, p. 89). Maree Ryan agrees: 

It takes some of these performers years to develop their teaching language; it’s a 

different skill to performing. It’s (performance- based teaching) hit and miss. The 

same question of how can you teach opera when you’ve not done it could be fired at 

the opera singer when he comes in. How can you teach when you’ve not done it? (M. 

Ryan, personal communication, December 22, 2010) 

Blades-Zeller (2002) reminds us: “Not every great singer is necessarily a great voice 

teacher; such experience provides no guarantee for knowing (or caring) how to teach” (p. 

231). Barnes (2009) concurs and suggests that “Because many of these star singers started out 

with extreme vocal talent that required only a short period of intensive training, it makes 

sense that the key to building or repairing another voice would elude them. There’s a big 

difference between maintaining one’s own voice and building the voice of another” (p. 31). 

This view was echoed by Anna Connolly and Neil Semer respectively: 

Being a great performer is a separate profession from being a great teacher, with some 

overlap of learning about knowledge of style and repertoire. But the actual knowledge 

base is separate. (A. Connolly, personal communication, May 25, 2011) 

Neil Semer maintains that the art of teaching is a gift, a talent, attributable in much the same 

way as performing gifts but that there is no fundamental link between the two skills: 

A lot of the best-known teachers are not, do not and/or did not have major performing 

careers.  They were gifted as teachers.  My gift is as a teacher.  I’ve seen a lot of 
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singers who teach who were or maybe perhaps still are gifted singers, and really don’t 

have a gift for pedagogy.  That’s not where their gift was given. Being a great 

performer is a separate profession from being a great teacher, with some overlap of 

learning about knowledge of style and repertoire. But the actual knowledge base is 

separate. (N. Semer, personal communication, April 7, 2008) 

Janice Chapman concurs: 

It’s a real disaster if they’re performers who have never taken an interest in what’s 

going on around them, in their colleagues, or who have never done any teaching at all, 

quite often they’re remarkably distant from the process. They really don’t know how 

they do it themselves and they’ve never taken an interest in what goes on to make it 

happen. So I think that performers are not automatically teachers. They’re two 

separate strands, although as a teacher you do benefit hugely from having been out 

there doing it. (J. Chapman, personal communication, October 8, 2006) 

This view was substantiated in a comment from one of the student interviews conducted for 

this study, where a student identified a potential lack of teaching insight on the part of the 

performer/teacher:  

One of the things I worry about (with performers) is they don’t know how to explain 

“This is how you do it or this is how I’d do it” or “Oh, well if you tried this...”Some 

(performers) have a natural ability, it just happens and they don’t actually know how 

to give that information back to their students I feel. (Student focus group, personal 

communication, February 26, 2008) 

Stephen Grant agrees that the traditional profile of a performer/teacher can be very 

restricted in terms of what they offer pedagogically, 

I think even a lot of people who write about singing talk about things that need to 

happen that are really just based on their own experience. I do think, if someone has 
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an incredible ability to perform and not much of an ability to be a teacher, then I guess 

it will be limited. I think it’s very hit and miss. (S. Grant, personal communication, 5 

January, 2009) 

Joseph Ward reflects somewhat ruefully on his early approach to tertiary teaching 

which began following his retirement from a distinguished performance career, aged just 38. 

I wasn’t a qualified singing teacher and for a long time I was expecting them (the students) to 

do it how I did it.” I had an inflated ego because I thought “Well I sang with (Dame Joan) 

Sutherland and I sang with (Birgit) Nilsson.” You forget that these young people are aspiring 

to that and you can intimidate them in a way. I taught on my mistakes to begin with and my 

failures. I think any thinking teacher thinks “I got that wrong. Let me make sure this person 

doesn’t get that wrong.” (J. Ward, personal communication, February 18, 2009) 

Patricia Price’s observations align themselves with Ward’s reflections on his own 

teaching style: 

Of past performers who have left the business behind I worry that they only see it 

through eyes that look back. Performing practices are changing, technical vocal 

practices are changing and I fear that a lot of them expect what worked for them to 

work for the student. (P. Price, personal communication, January 30, 2011) 

Several teachers confessed to feelings of inadequacy or insecurity when first 

commencing their teaching practices having had no prior experience or formal training as 

educators and with little concept of how to plan or conduct a lesson:  

It was a great learning curve for me that first couple of years. I hope I didn't do any 

damage in that time! I had some really successful students early on which was great 

but I was a little bit scared taking on such a massive responsibility. I still feel that way 

even now, with these young people coming here. (B. Ryan, personal communication, 

January 7, 2009) 
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Greg Massingham identified similar feelings when reflecting on his early days and perceived 

deficits as an inexperienced tertiary level voice teacher, “I remember that feeling of being 

terrified for at least the first semester” (G. Massingham, personal communication, July 3, 

2008). Maree Ryan expressed her hesitation about commencing voice teaching at tertiary 

level. “I found out how little I knew and how much I had to learn.  That’s what I found 

difficult. That’s why I started to search more deeply” (M. Ryan, personal communication, 

December 22, 2010). Paul McMahon thinks that a student’s fundamental technical needs 

require a skilled technician more than a performance emphasis, 

They (voice students) want their voice to come out. They don’t need someone to tell 

them about when they sang at the last opera gala in 1956; they can go to someone else 

for that. So that may be part of the reason why those (trained) teachers are very 

successful, because they know their limitations. (P. McMahon, personal 

communication, September 12, 2008) 

Neil Semer agrees, raising his concerns about common deficits of those whose lives have 

revolved chiefly around performing and dealing with only their own vocal issues, 

A lot of high profile artists have spent their lives performing. Often, they have dealt 

with a narrow range of technical issues specific to their own needs. Therefore, they 

lack a broad view of technique. Many are natural singers who functioned well in their 

youth because of their brilliant gift and had very few technical deficits. Then they 

begin to teach when their voices go into crisis and their career ends. (N. Semer, 

personal communication, April 7, 2008)  

Only a small minority of teachers interviewed for this study had received formal 

teacher training or gained teaching experience in the wider educational sector prior to 

commencement of teaching at tertiary level, a finding which mirrored that of Gaunt’s study 

(2006, p. 1) conducted within the context of performance teachers engaged in one-to-one 
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teaching at the Guildhall School of Music and Drama, London. Miller suggests that 

performers who want to teach should take the time to acquire an appropriate understanding of 

their instrument which “goes beyond their own personal performance acumen” (1996, p. 35). 

Furthermore, “If the teacher is an over-the-hill opera divo or diva, the student may pick up 

some tendencies it might be better not to have picked up.” (Miller, in Blades-Zeller, 2004, p. 

219).  Stephen Grant believes some type of vocal pedagogical training is imperative prior to 

teaching, 

I think some form of pedagogical understanding is critical, so that you’re not 

imposing your own ideas or problems onto your students. One could insist that people 

do some sort of form of pedagogical training before doing tertiary teaching. (S. Grant, 

personal communication, 5 January, 2009) 

Chapman agrees: “I think a teacher needs to train to be a teacher and to have really 

good teaching intuition. They’re separate and individual skills and talents and they’re not 

naturally interchangeable” (J. Chapman, personal communication, October 8, 2006). Roland 

Persson (1994, p. 89) whose study of a number of performance teachers at a renowned British 

music institution concluded that the lack of formal teacher training amongst performance 

staff disadvantaged and potentially damaged the student to such a degree that the student 

would be better served learning from “a gifted pedagogue than a musical maestro”. Chapman 

(2006), puts forward a somewhat more optimistic view highlighting a growing uniformity of 

fundamental pedagogical principles based on a wider and more dynamic circulation of 

information and ideas. “Words to describe sound and its production have been passed on 

further written down, reinterpreted, understood, misunderstood and so on. With the scientific, 

anatomic, and multidisciplinary knowledge now at our disposal, I hope that the 

singing/teaching profession can agree to explore and use more common language” (p. xvii). 
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Ongoing professional development of tertiary voice teachers is recommended if we 

are to keep abreast with the information readily available to students via the internet.  Janice 

Chapman cautions those teachers who fail to recognise the changing learning environment 

and the need for voice teachers to be current: 

Students these days have got a very good meter for measuring bullshit, and singing 

teacher bullshit is pretty clear. We’re dealing with a generation of kids, who are 

computer literate, internet aware. Very different sorts of students to what you and I 

were like when we were young, and they can go on the internet and look up stuff 

they’ve asked you about and if you said to them, “Yes this is something or other” and 

you bullshit them then they’ll go onto the internet and look it up. (J. Chapman, 

personal communication, October 8, 2006) 

Chapman’s view is substantiated in the following excerpts from group student 

interviews where there is evidence of a student outlook more orientated towards independent 

learning and understanding: 

I think it’s (learning to sing) a lot different from the old days where someone would 

describe something and say “This is how it should feel because this is how it feels for 

me”, when that’s not how it feels for you or for some other singer. The thing is, all the 

time I’ve worked with Margaret I’ve never heard her say, “This is how I feel”. She’s 

never gone, this is how I sing it, this is how I’ve done it, because that’s completely 

wrong and as a singer you should never say that. (Student focus group, personal 

communication, March 3, 2008) 

 

I think, from a student’s point of view, you know in learning from Margaret you do 

feel like you’re sort of at the cutting edge of what’s available at the moment. I don’t 

ever get a sense that you know I’m learning from I don’t know some past master or 
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something. That’s really good. I think also that once you leave Margaret you’re well 

equipped knowledge to teach with a lot of skills but also you know who’s out there 

and who else you can go to get more. (Student focus group, personal communication, 

February 26, 2008) 

Chapman (2012) stresses her point about the changes to the learning landscape thanks 

to the World Wide Web, “It should be pointed out that students have access to current 

information via the Internet, are doing their own research and demanding more from teachers. 

Student-led education is the modern paradigm and teachers need to catch up and keep up” (p. 

329). However, Stephen Grant disagrees with Chapman’s view of perceived advances in 

voice teaching and argues that in some cases, a traditional approach can still elicit positive 

results in student learning:  

Potentially the most out of date and out of touch teaching can take place in the context 

of tertiary vocal education. I think it’s still bound up very much in the traditions of the 

past, so that people tend to teach as their teachers taught, as their teachers taught, and 

back and back. I think that the teaching is often just a – simply a regurgitation. What’s 

interesting about that is that someone who has a very sensitive ear or is a very good 

performer themselves, can maybe take that kind of unreflective teaching, and help 

people, because of their own individual talents, but it has little to do with the actual 

pedagogy. That, to me, is a bit scary, because then [you put it] in the hands of 

someone who doesn’t have those talents, and those people just bumble along and 

don’t improve. (S. Grant, personal communication, 5 January, 2009) 

The advancements which continue to be made in the area of voice and voice-related 

disciplines have served to alter the way in which singers sing and the way singers teach. 

While this allows performer/teachers with a pedagogical emphasis aligned to enhanced 

cooperation and collaboration with other voice professionals to find greater credibility within 
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an academic setting, it can polarise teaching styles if empirical methods are more closely 

adhered to. Rowena Cowley voices her concerns regarding this issue: 

Things that are unaddressed in a teacher’s learning tend to cause defensiveness.  

That’s just not a positive thing to be around.  It’s not a professional thing to be around 

in a teaching environment.  I think over time it becomes evident that a teacher can 

teach or cannot, though there is always an element of people being in positions where 

they take on pretty talented students who can survive. (R. Cowley, personal 

communication, April 12, 2008) 

Anna Connolly concurs: 

 I think that they have an even greater advantage (if the teacher has themselves             

encountered technical difficulties). If you've never had a problem, how can you 

empathise with the ones that fail? Anybody can teach a good voice and make that 

person better.  I mean a fool can. So that's another skill again, not only actual 

understanding it but being able to  verbalise it so that it's taken on board in such a way 

by a student that there is an immediate improvement. (A. Connolly, personal 

communication, May 25, 2011) 

In conclusion, the findings indicated a majority of performer/teachers interviewed for 

this study believed that performance skills and teacher skills are two distinct areas of 

expertise and that performance experience provides no guarantee of teaching ability. The 

negative impact of performer/teacher deficits on student learning as well as the faculty 

environment was also identified. The importance of a secure technical knowledge base, 

practical experience and receptivity to continuous learning were widely regarded as key 

attributes of a skilled tertiary voice teacher. There was strong support for the introduction of 

teacher training programs for performer/teachers entering the tertiary environment for the 

first time either in the form of teacher mentorships, professional development courses or the 
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adaptation of assistant teacher models such as those already utilised in some tertiary music 

institutions abroad. Conversely, some interviewees argued the case against a blanket 

approach to teacher up-skilling, citing cases where positive learning outcomes may be 

achieved in spite of formal study or qualifications. Finally, the need for teachers to be current 

in their field and accountable to students as part of a global learning environment was seen as 

imperative in enhancing teaching expertise and credibility. The ways in which skilled versus 

non-skilled performer/teachers impact on student learning in the tertiary setting is addressed 

in the following section. 

 

7.3 Skilled versus non-skilled teachers 

Issues surrounding formal training of singer/teachers in Australian tertiary institutions 

drew strong responses from a number of teachers interviewed for this study. As proffered in 

Chapman’s statement in 7.1, the teaching of classical voice is widely regarded as an area in 

which voice science and voice research has made a significant impact on its pedagogy and 

performance practice particularly over the past quarter century. However comments from 

some interviewees suggested that there remains a tacit resistance to the role of continuous 

learning and professional development within the Australian tertiary setting. Rowena Cowley 

attributes this partly to what she calls a “terrible anti-intellectualism in singing because there 

is a strong role for instinct” (R. Cowley, personal communication, April 12, 2008). She 

voices her concerns in the following statement regarding the imperative for teacher skilling 

within the academic environment. 

Personally, I feel it’s not okay not to be skilled in the ways that you can be in order to 

teach. I have no illusions that a Masters degree is going to make somebody into a 

fantastic teacher.  I hope that it will alert them to the fact that there is a body of 



176 
 

knowledge and experience and that they should continue to learn about it. I’d like to 

help them become familiar with that body of knowledge and to model an openness of 

mind. I’d like to see pedagogy students develop a point of view which is critical in a 

positive way of the information that they come across and gives them some basis on 

which to be able to assess it. (R. Cowley, personal communication, April 12, 2008) 

However Paul McMahon feels that performance credentials should remain the principle 

criteria for teaching appointments at tertiary level.  

I would be doubtful about the standard of vocal training that went on in an institution 

if it was appointing vocal teachers who; a) weren’t performers, but b) were there 

because they had some type of Master of Education degree or something like that. (P. 

McMahon, personal communication, September 12, 2008) 

Patricia Price concurs, “I worry that it’s becoming a little academic and we are losing touch 

with the artists a little” (P. Price, personal communication, January 30, 2011). Renowned 

operatic diva Dame Joan Sutherland (in Matheopoulos, 1991) dismisses discussions on vocal 

technique and vocal mechanics, “There is a lot of hoohah goes on about it and one hears 

singers refer to ‘the muscles of the throat’. I say that if I feel anything in my throat, it means 

I’m singing badly-either holding back or forcing the sound, or having something wrong with 

me” (p. 195). Barry Ryan states defiantly,  

I’ve never ever read a book on singing, never! I have a very, very clear idea of what I 

do (technically). You’ve got tenors and you've got basses and you've got soprani and 

mezzi and they’re all completely different, body shapes, head shapes, big noses, little 

noses, and so you have to use the basic technique that you have developed over the 

years accommodate the individual student. (B. Ryan, personal communication, 

January 7, 2009) 

This type of pedagogical rationale sounds alarm bells for voice teacher Neil Semer: 
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See the thing is, I think those kinds of performer/ teachers honestly do not have an 

edge.  I think it’s just the opposite.  I think they have a very limited knowledge based 

on their own experience, which is wonderful and wonderful to share in master classes. 

Wonderful stories that are very motivational to young singers.  But the sad reality is a 

lot of performers start teaching just when their voices have been destroyed, and… 

well, there are the issues of the loss of their own performing career, but then they also 

never really learnt to be pedagogues because they don’t need to do that to get into an 

institution. They have the marquee appeal that will get them invited anyway…. I think 

the reality of the performing arts is that many people have to supplement their 

performing income with teaching. Therefore teaching seems to be the natural thing. 

That is a reality.  I do wish however, that people were judged for their ability as 

teachers as well as for their ability as singers. (N. Semer, personal communication, 

April 7, 2008) 

Maree Ryan concurs with Semer, 

I’ve seen people on our staff not last very long actually because you know, they’ve 

struggled with that ability (teaching). The problem is they (the institution) appoints 

the name, not the skill base, and it’s like appointing a teacher to sing in an opera. It’s a 

different skill. I mean, they do it from time to time, but I think over a period of 

process they’ll realise that perhaps it does take a different communication and a 

different type of skill. It takes enormous patience. I don’t think the singer would have 

any idea of that. They’ve got to learn a whole new repertoire. Students often don’t 

understand what the performer’s saying (in terms of teaching language) They’ll (the 

students) eventually get better (but) crumb by crumb. (M. Ryan, personal 

communication, December 22, 2010) 
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In putting forward ways to bridge this perceived divide between performer knowledge 

and teacher knowledge and enhance the instruction of classical singers at tertiary level, 

Rowena Cowley offers a perspective on American practices which have benefited the overall 

quality and profiling of performer/teachers in that country: 

There is a much greater critical mass of teachers, I suspect, in the US who have grown 

up with a respect for the pedagogic process and for the kind of knowledge that is 

associated with that.  Therefore, they’re leading fewer people, hopefully, down garden 

paths. One of the things I think that can be a way forward for people who are 

performer/teachers, who are doing that seasonal performing work, is that they can 

educate themselves in some area of reflective practice, which puts the two areas that 

they are practising together in some way, that serves themselves in terms of their role 

in the university for instance, and themselves in terms of their students. (R. Cowley, 

personal communication, April 12, 2008) 

Another initiative which received strong support in teacher interviews was that of 

teacher education or mentorship of performers entering the tertiary teaching environment. 

Greg Massingham voiced his approval for the encouragement of more teacher mentoring:  

Teachers need some sort of mentorship. That could be expanded by having a sort of 

mentorship program where those senior teachers can actually work in tandem with 

others. A bit like string players do: Master teacher and assistant. (G. Massingham, 

personal communication, July 3, 2008) 

Paul McMahon concurred, “I think it would be extremely good for them (performers) 

to have some type of teacher education or mentoring program” (P. McMahon, personal 

communication, September 12, 2008). Anna Connolly also supported this view, venting her 

frustration at a perceived lack of appreciation for the differentiation between teaching skills 

and performing skills: 
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The greatest handicap we’ve got is that people who think because they can do it 

(sing), they can teach it.  Therein is the rub because they can't, they're hopeless.  It's a 

very distinct skill, being able to come out of your self-absorbed little performing self, 

translate it for somebody else and actually be able to develop a coherent language, 

understandable for a complete novice who has no experience of what it's supposed to 

feel like. They are completely different skill sets. Because the art of teaching, it's 

huge.  It's massive. That's where the problem starts because they (performers) usually 

don't know how to get somebody out of it vocal difficulty.  They will say, “Stop 

tightening your throat, open your throat!”, but they won't actually say how to do it. 

Therein is the problem and that's where I get very angry with people at the end of their 

careers, coming in and thinking they can teach singing! (A. Connolly, personal 

communication, May 25, 2011) 

Janice Chapman (2012) supports the views of Massingham and McMahon, strongly 

recommending the introduction of formal accreditation processes of singing teachers engaged 

at tertiary level as a practical way to enhance teaching and address gaps in performer 

knowledge, “All new staff could be offered a mandatory training package in fundamentals of 

the singing voice” (p. 329). Miller (1996) concurs and suggests that “Months, or perhaps a 

year, of concentrated reading and study of the literature can produce specificity of language 

that allows a teacher to more accurately convey what the musicianly ear hears and desires.  It 

is not necessary to “take time out to enrol in course work”, as it often assumed” (p. 39). 

Patricia Price concedes that some performer/teachers with limited perspective can impact 

negatively on students; however she rejects the notion of teacher training for performers 

entering the teaching profession: 

Some of the people who trod the boards years and years and years ago are wonderful 

and generous and modern but some of them are stuck in their era and that’s when I 
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find it is a problem. I think training (teacher) is not the issue really. The only way you 

can measure is by results. (P. Price, personal communication, January 30, 2011) 

Connolly qualifies her previous statement above, regarding the performer/teacher’s 

contribution to teaching and learning, conceding  

Experiential knowledge is valid and really important but shouldn’t be the backbone 

(of your teaching) when you’re dealing with kids who are trying to formulate a vocal 

technique that’s workable.  I would say that a lot of those people that retire and then 

decide to teach, they're actually coaching. Teaching singing is being able to have 

somebody understand how they do what they do and to understand how to change it to 

make different colours or better sound or freer sound.  It's not a, “Do it like this”, hit 

and miss thing. So unless you are dealing with performers who have a detailed and 

specific body of knowledge that can be applied and formulated into a solid vocal 

pedagogy, something that's cohesive, it becomes more like mentoring. (A. Connolly, 

personal communication, May 25, 2011) 

In exploring further the outcomes identified in 7.2, a majority of teachers interviewed 

for this study regarded teacher skilling as a co-requisite to performance background in 

offering a tertiary voice student a comprehensive and balanced learning experience.  One 

colleague attributed the bias towards the role of performance in tertiary voice teaching over 

that of teaching expertise to a perceived anti-intellectualism in singing. This perception is 

further highlighted in the following discussion regarding the positive and negative impact of 

performer/teachers on the student learning experience and implications for institutional 

culture. 
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7.4 Institutional challenges 

As the discussion in 7.1 revealed, a number of performer/teachers engaged at tertiary 

level cited institutional challenges faced in endeavouring to maintain the integrity of their 

dual professional identities. Conversely, institutions often experience difficulties in 

structuring a working environment which adheres to established academic criteria and 

institutional expectations, including professional conduct, whilst maintaining an environment 

which supports the flexibility required by performance staff through acknowledgement of the 

benefits they bring to teaching and learning as well as institutional profiling, and is inclusive 

of the wide variation which exists in pedagogical approaches and teaching rationales of 

performer/teachers. 

In providing a context for these findings, this section will reference those changes in 

tertiary teaching and learning which occurred following amalgamation (detailed at the 

beginning of this chapter) relevant to the discussion. These include: changes in length of 

teaching semesters and the impact of shorter teaching years and semesterisation on lesson 

content and delivery; the utilisation of advances in voice science to encourage greater 

efficiency and rigour in one to one voice teaching and; the institutional as well as educational 

implications of the latter on those performer/teachers who routinely adhere to a more 

empirical style of teaching. The impact of performance persona and performance experience 

on student learning, both positive and negative will also be discussed as well as perceptions 

of the impact, both positive and negative, of performer/teachers in terms of institutional 

profiling. 

 

Changes in teaching and learning in response to external factors 

Following amalgamation there were changes in the structure and length of the 

academic year. Conservatorium courses were aligned with the wider university to become 
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semesterised although performance studies did not formally adopt this model until 2006. 

When it was finally implemented, it met with considerable resistance from performance study 

teachers who recognised the needs for some type of constraints in terms of retaining student 

focus but who also saw the potential for stifling the developmental process in needing to 

fulfil short term goals. “The constant need for students to prepare new and finessed repertoire 

for exams detracts from vocal progress” (Chapman 2012). Peter Roennfeldt sees it as an 

institutional conundrum saying “It goes against the grain of what we know as practitioners. I 

think there has to be a way to assess developmental success rather than end point success. (P. 

Roennfeldt, personal communication, April 26, 2012) 

This ‘condensing’ of the academic year as well as the increased demands of the 

profession, highlighted a need for greater efficiency in the way voice is taught at tertiary 

level. It is widely documented that the training model for classical singers in the bel canto era 

comprised seven years of vocal study with a master teacher. While today’s tertiary singing 

students do not receive daily lessons as did their 18th century counterparts, nor do they live 

with their voice teachers as some students did at that time, there is still widespread 

recognition of the time frame which motor learned aspects of singing require as well as the 

physical, psychological, and emotional developmental processes which accompany the study 

of voice. This is reflected in the way higher education courses are structured in Australia and 

throughout the world.  Traditionally students undertake a four year undergraduate course 

(sometimes preceded by an enabling program of six to twelve months), followed by two 

years of postgraduate study.  Increasingly, the focus is on postgraduate training not just for 

higher degree qualifications but to consolidate vocal study. 

In building greater efficiency into the delivery of vocal tuition, voice teachers have 

the opportunity to utilise the growing body of scientific information to refine their 

pedagogical strategies, a view supported by Janice Chapman (2011). “In the past, singing 
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teaching was transmitted through intuitive, experiential, and experimental methodology based 

on subjective sensations, often using unrealistic imagery. But prior to the development of 

fibre optics and endoscopy, this was all that was available. Now, when reality –based 

imagery is used, it changes and enhances the singers’ learning potential and the 

haphazardness is reduced” (p. 329). 

Interviews with tertiary voice teachers conducted for this study, elicited a range of 

responses regarding the negative impact of performers as teachers, with some pedagogues 

expressing their frustration with colleagues who resist engaging with academic expectations 

or dismiss the potential for growth as educators in utilising new knowledge and/or revising 

concepts of established beliefs in order to benefit the student and the institution as a whole.  

Rowena Cowley voiced her disappointment at a perceived lack of respect for 

educational process by some members of her staff cohort, 

As an overview, I think one of the things that I think is regrettable is that people who 

are teaching performers, and it’s often performers who are teaching performers, are 

actually not respectful of the educational process or the fact that they are actually 

involved in an educational process. I have learned some really crucial things just by 

reading about educational process, particularly by reading about research.  Research is 

tough reading mainly because you have to read so much of it to start to see a pattern.  

I think that’s understandable that people don’t do that if it’s not their background:  it 

wasn’t mine either. I think it’s immensely helpful to have quite a detailed research-

based knowledge of physiology and acoustics and to apply that to your own 

sensations; to read widely as to how people have interpreted that in pedagogic terms; 

and to come back to the voice science so -called, as a way of mediating between 

what’s good and what’s bad. (R. Cowley, personal communication, April 12, 2008) 
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Stephen Grant concurs, “Performers need to be able to stay in touch with the realities of 

teaching, and the developments” (S. Grant, personal communication, 5 January, 2009). Greg 

Massingham cites the perceived negatives of those performer/teachers who choose only to 

reference their own experience and vocal fach or type, regardless of how specialised that may 

be.  

Many performers, once they have found their voice, sing in their way which is not 

going to fit anybody other than themselves. Those sorts of singers use demonstration 

as their prime means of communication and that isn’t a good thing. They only feel 

comfortable in the repertoire that they sang, and often that is quite a narrow band in 

their fach. (G. Massingham, personal communication, July 3, 2008) 

Neil Semer agrees with Massingham, 

A lot of people working at the highest levels of the profession are people who started 

singing very young ‘cos they were so brilliantly naturally gifted, and who had very 

little technique to work out.  Then they start to teach when they’re voice goes into 

crisis and their career ends. I do think a lot of performers, people who have spent their 

lives performing have only dealt with what their particular technical issues are. 

Therefore, I think that very often they don’t have a very broad view of technique.  I 

think that their body of knowledge is very limited (N. Semer, personal 

communication, April 7, 2008) 

 

The impact of persona and experience on student learning-positives and negatives 

Another theme to emerge from the findings was that some performers prove ill-suited 

to the institutional environment or perhaps unwittingly display a lack of awareness or respect 

for the importance of collegiality within a departmental setting. Maree Ryan comments on the 
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importance of collegiality as well as shared teaching and learning objectives in the tertiary 

teaching setting, 

When working in an institution, you’re part of a team, and I think we have 

experienced difficulties a couple of times when performers have come in and tried to 

take over, and sometimes not always taught well themselves. Somehow it disturbs the 

dynamic within the team. They come into the teaching arena thinking it’s going to be 

easy. You’ve got to have a fundamental basis for change that you want to achieve. 

(M. Ryan, personal communication, December 22, 2010) 

Eustis (2013) concurs, “The profession is rife with accounts of unhealthy voice 

departments and factions among voice teachers that have been competing against one another 

for years. I think that there are reasons why voice teachers behave in this way, but those 

reasons don’t excuse the behaviour; they simply make it easier to understand and identify” 

(p.9). Paul McMahon identifies the potential disadvantages to student learning in negotiating 

the personality traits which frequently characterise performers, 

Generally speaking, singers have fairly strong personalities. It kind of goes with the 

territory.  There are lots of opera singers I know who have very strong personality 

traits, and yes they do have lots of baggage, absolutely. And I think they would have 

to be very careful to not let that influence their teaching in a negative way. Some 

opera singers are so completely self-obsessed that they wouldn’t even realise that. 

They’d just come out with this stuff that actually young singers don’t need to hear. (P. 

McMahon, personal communication, September 12, 2008) 

Linked to this, is the role of unresolved issues or personal characteristics which inhibit 

or damage the teaching and learning process. The performer-teacher runs the risk of bringing 

not just their experience and knowledge to the teaching and learning environment, but their 

‘baggage’ too. Identifying the constructive and potentially destructive elements which 
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accompany performance knowledge and experience are a pedagogical concern. Susan Lee 

identifies similarities with the field of dance education. “The most insidious of the problems 

are the ways in which unresolved personal issues with a career transition are communicated 

to the next generation” (1997, p.39). Eustis (2013), observes, “When singers are less clear 

about why they are entering the teaching profession, they may feel confused and alienated. 

The competitive edge that served them well as professional singers becomes a liability to 

them in their lives as teachers. Further, bitterness about the failed singing career rarely helps 

a teacher to focus on the best interests of the students” (p. 9). Anna Connolly concurs, 

warning of the dangers retired singers with unresolved issues face, when encountering 

students who are experiencing similar challenges.  

What are you going to be like if you finish your career and you got all of these things     

hanging off and you're there and somebody comes in with your set of problems?  Oh 

my God, that's really scary stuff! (A. Connolly, personal communication, May 25, 

2011) 

Maree Ryan expresses her concern regarding perceived insecurities on the part of some 

performer/teachers translating into a disregard for professional boundaries, 

Sometimes performers get a bit threatened by their own student. There are some staff 

I feel are a bit tough on their students emotionally, calling them ‘stupid’ or ‘retarded’. 

The trouble starts when the student can’t catch on. Particularly when they’re used to 

more specific information, the insults start. (M. Ryan, personal communication, 

December 22, 2010) 

David (2008) reflects, “While the professional singer must develop the personal 

strengths and confidence to enable him or her to withstand the rigors and criticisms of the 

professional world, many are beginning to question the effectiveness of imposing that same 

atmosphere upon what is supposed to be a learning situation”, (p. 23). Greg Massingham 
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concurs, observing that some performer/teachers impose inappropriate demands on 

developing singers based on their own ability to sustain a particular type of vocal production, 

“Some performers put a lot of pressure on the student or unreasonable physical demands 

which may not be appropriate for that student, sabotaging the student albeit unconsciously” 

(G. Massingham, personal communication, July 3, 2008). Patricia Price concurs and 

identifies the implications of those performer/teachers who fail to recognise and adapt to a 

changing professional environment, 

Of past performers who have left the business behind I worry that they only see it 

through eyes that look back. Performing practices are changing, technical vocal 

practices are changing and I fear that a lot of them expect what worked for them to 

work for the student. (P. Price, personal communication, January 30, 2011) 

 

The role of performers in institutional profiling-positive and negative 

In an article which addresses the nature of leadership roles in Australian tertiary 

music institutions, Helen Lancaster (2002) provides a context for examining the role 

performing artists play in shaping institutional profiles. “Most Australian music schools 

preserve the long-standing tradition of appointing a musician to the leadership role, despite 

the impact of significant changes in what is expected of them. This practice has long been 

based on the notion that a respected performer, composer, conductor or musicologist might 

bring with them the status of reflected success, with potential as a role model of the highest 

profile. The institution basks in the reflected glory of the individual”, (p. 1). 

The role of performers in student recruitment and institutional profiling was identified 

by a number of interviewees, supporting some of the existing views in the literature such as 

those of Miller (1996), Smith (2004) and Shore (1995). In viewing the positive impact which 

performers can have in this regard as well as the potential they hold for generating artistic 
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activity at an institutional level as well as externally, Joseph Ward voiced his support for this 

teacher profile: 

I do think having a big name on staff is good because it attracts people who are not 

really in the know. The layperson assumes that if somebody has been a great singer 

they must be a great teacher. (J. Ward, personal communication, February 18, 2009) 

Andrew Dalton concurs however he qualifies his views to include teaching ability:  

I think a great diva could be an incredible privilege for the unit and the staff and also 

for the students, if the diva is a communicator and a good teacher. But if the diva is 

still living in the past, [laughs] .... However that can also be a positive thing because 

they’ve had an enormous career! (A. Dalton, personal communication, January 8, 

2009) 

Students interviewed for this study expressed their enthusiasm for the presence of 

performers on staff and as teachers of voice in the university setting, recognising that 

although a performer’s strengths may not lie in outstanding pedagogical ability, there are 

valuable qualities which are made available to the student and which serve to inform their 

career aspirations: 

 I know good performers aren’t always good teachers and good teachers aren’t always 

good performers but I like the idea of having a teacher that is recognised to be a good 

performer and a good all-rounder.  I sort of aim to be that myself in training. (Student 

focus group, personal communication, March 6, 2008) 

Anna Connolly concedes that the recruitment power of high calibre performers to 

music institutions cannot be underestimated however she warns of the potential dangers and 

disadvantages which result when performance profile becomes the primary criterion in 

appointing university teaching positions. 
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It’s reputation of course.  You get somebody famous to teach singing, you'll get 

people flocking there, thinking that they can sound like that person.  Small problem:  

if they were being appointed for their gifts in teaching they wouldn't be (given the 

job). (A. Connolly, personal communication, May 25, 2011)  

Neil Semer concurs, citing the pressure on institutions to respond to what he terms 

‘marquee appeal’ in building a staff faculty:  

          If you have the great resume as a performer, you have a certain marquee appeal to a    

school. I know so many students who have worked with high profile people just to say that 

they have, spent a lot of money and a lot of time and got nothing for it. A lot of them do it in 

the hopes of the phone call that will be made to the manager or to the impresario. You do 

need, ultimately, if you want to go forward in this profession, to meet important people.  If 

you’re not doing that through your auditions or through competitions, then that’s certainly a 

way to do it.  But let’s call it what it is, you know? That people are hired for their marquee 

appeal, rather than their advocacy to develop, to help other people on their path, rather than 

just provide an income for them on their off season when they’re not performing. (N. Semer, 

personal communication, April 7, 2008) 

Janice Chapman sympathises with this view of Semer’s and speaks from the 

perspective of a professional who enjoyed a distinguished career as an opera singer in the UK 

and who is internationally regarded for her work as a voice teacher and researcher. A long 

standing member of staff at both the Royal Academy of Music and the Guildhall School of 

Music and Drama, London, she expresses her concern at the negative impact of tertiary level 

performer/teachers who lack sufficient teaching ability working with talented emerging 

singers despite having unresolved career ambitions of their own: 

Some of these people have performing talent and no teaching talent. They don’t give a 

damn about the youngsters and how best to help them. It drives me crazy. I had a 
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student who had a class with somebody who was a recently retired diva and who 

broke down and sobbed in the girl’s lesson because this girl had such a marvellous 

voice while her (the teacher’s) career was over. (J. Chapman, personal 

communication, October 8, 2006) 

In group interviews of QCGU voice students conducted for this study one individual 

recounted a similar experience:  

She was a performer (my teacher) but who’d had her day kind of thing, and had 

herself vocally fallen into a bit of a heap. To be honest, that was more telling than 

probably all the other experiences. Having a teacher who is trying to teach you who 

has vocally fallen in a heap is very disconcerting. (Student focus group, personal 

communication, March 6, 2008) 

In summary, this discussion raised a number of key considerations for tertiary 

institutions in appointing experienced performers to their teaching staff. The changes in 

institutional culture brought about by amalgamation has led to greater reflection on traditional 

performer/teacher profiles and teaching styles. Also of significance was the impact of persona 

and performance experience on the student, negative aspects including unresolved career 

ambitions of performer/teachers and some positive findings acknowledging the important role 

performer/teachers play in student recruitment, institutional profiling and the generating of 

artistic vibrancy. 

 

7.5 Valuing performance over teaching 

In the discussion on skilled versus non-skilled performer/teachers in 7.3, a key theme 

to emerge as a tacit finding was that of a perceived institutional bias that values performance 

above teaching. Jean Callaghan refers to this in the literature (2000) as does Shore (1995). 
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The latter also highlights the implications for student learning when institutions fail to 

formally encourage or introduce professional development for performers entering the 

tertiary teaching environment, “More than ever there is a crisis in voice teaching that mirrors 

our crisis in the arts in general. Neither have I seen retired singers educating themselves in 

the art and science of voice teaching before they accept a university appointment” (p. 3). 

Findings from earlier chapters regarding persona indicated that a number of students also 

exhibit a type of bias towards performance credibility over teacher credibility (see chapter 5). 

Neil Semer voices his criticism of the continuing trend for university music departments to 

recruit renowned performers to their teaching staff irrespective of their teaching ability. 

I see that constantly, and I think it happens more often than not.  I see no change in 

that trend to something better. Schools have their own agendas, and they believe they 

need to have this sort of appeal.  In a more perfect world, they would do a more 

exhaustive search to see who really has a gift for teaching and developing students’ 

technique and artistry, rather than presume that some of these people can actually 

teach when many of them cannot. Then perhaps bring in famous singers to do master 

classes or give motivational speeches, or be available for students’ questions. Schools 

of music believe they need the marquee appeal of famous singers’ names on their 

teaching roster to attract students. However, the presumption that a great singer is a 

fine teacher without really investigating whether that is the case often doesn’t yield 

the desired and presumed result. (N. Semer, personal communication, April 7, 2008)  

Anna Connolly concurs with this finding, identifying a perceived disregard for the role 

skilled teaching plays in equipping developing students with the tools necessary for high 

level performance: 

In my view, performance is valued over teaching and performance success is valued 

more than teaching success. In the university system teaching success is not as valued 
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as much as research. I don't think the major hierarchical system (appreciates good 

teachers) even though we’re the ones that actually do the hard work to produce the 

creatures that go out there onto the big stages, etcetera.  It’s something I’m very 

conscious of and battle with constantly.  With the skills I've got and the amount of 

training that I've undergone to be a teacher, it's tremendously undervalued I think. (A. 

Connolly, personal communication, May 25, 2011) 

In addition, Anna Connolly drew attention to assessment procedures which are practised in 

some Australian tertiary institutions including the University of Melbourne and the 

University of Queensland whereby students who do not achieve a sufficiently high mark in 

their performance examinations midway through their Bachelor of Music programs are 

‘streamed’ towards education, musicology, music administration or other allied areas of 

study:  

In the earlier days, at the University of Melbourne, you would have the first two years 

where all of the singers would go in and they'd be doing this, that and the other and at 

the end of the two years, they would be graded.  There would be the small percentage 

who got an H1 which is the 80 per cent up.  These students would be allowed to do 

performance and the other ones were directed to do teaching or musicology.  So 

therein is a system that sucks because it's degrading and saying you're a lesser being if 

you actually become a teacher. (A. Connolly, personal communication, May 25, 

2011) 

Maree Ryan echoes these views in 7.3, where she suggests that teaching requires a 

completely different style of communication and skill set to that of performing and must be 

recognised accordingly. Paul McMahon voices his reservations about the implications of 

profiling on tertiary voice appointments: 
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I think first and foremost that it’s the voice that is important. You want people on a 

tertiary staff who are there as singers first. And that’s what the singing students who 

go to those teachers want. And then if we go further than that, the fact that they may 

have experience in formal educational training in terms of school teaching or 

whatever it is, well that is obviously an advantage. (P. McMahon, personal 

communication, September 12, 2008) 

Patricia Price senses a need to provide evidence of her previous distinguished career 

as a way to shore up greater credibility with her students. She admits 

I worry a little bit they think I never did it. That’s probably why I am letting them in a 

little bit (playing recordings of herself to her students).  I think I just closed the door 

and got on with it because I couldn’t live without music in my life. (P. Price, personal 

communication, January 30, 2011) 

In this way, we note that amongst Australian tertiary voice teachers interviewed for 

this study, there is a strong perception of a tacit institutional bias towards performance 

acumen over teaching success. In furthering the practice of appointing renowned performers 

to their teaching staff, institutional profiling was deemed to be of greater importance than 

student learning outcomes. The ways in which the ‘stigma’ of teaching as a lesser profession 

is reinforced through institutional processes of ‘rewarding’ high achieving performance 

students with continued engagement in a performance program while  streaming those who 

fail to achieve sufficiently high results for performance towards teaching pathways, emerged 

as significant in continuing the stereotype of teachers as ‘failed’ performers.   
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7.6 Student perspectives on performer/teacher negatives in institutions 

The challenges of balancing identities and dual roles also impacted student learning 

experiences and informed their perspectives on this teaching model. This concluding section 

examining the implications for institutions in appointing performer/teachers to their voice 

faculties focuses on findings from student interviews. Students offered their perspectives on 

negative aspects of studying with a performer/teacher within this particular educational 

context. The ways in which the performer/teacher’s performing obligations conflict with a 

structured and semesterised approach to lessons and assessment  emerged as a tacit finding 

while amongst more commonly occurring  themes were those of the impact interrupted lesson 

scheduling has on vocal development as well as a tendency for performer/teachers to impose 

on the student, areas of technical consideration within the context of their own current 

activity rather than orientate the lesson around the needs of the student. 

 

Impact of performer/teachers on continuity of lesson contact time 

In discussing the impact which a performer/teacher’s professional engagements 

(including external obligations such as performances out of town, re-scheduling of lessons 

owing to rehearsals and preparation requirements etc)  impact lesson regularity and general 

contact with their teacher, several students cited the challenges they faced in maintaining a 

sense of progression in this regard: 

It can be a little bit difficult to keep your focus and keep your momentum while she’s 

away because I often feel a little bit like I’m not quite sure if I’m progressing in the 

correct way. When you (only) have one lesson every couple of weeks that can be a bit 

frustrating. I struggle to feel like I am singing correctly without her guidance. I feel 

like I might develop bad habits or I’m doing it incorrectly without her to just make 

sure that I’m developing bad habits. So it can be a little bit difficult continuing to just 
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improve while she’s away. Then she gets back and you have to get into the rhythm of 

where you left off and where you are now. (Student focus group, personal 

communication, February 26, 2008) 

These views were echoed by another student interviewee: 

I was very used to lessons at this (specific) time and this is what I’d do for the week 

and if I hadn’t seen Margaret for three weeks I’d kind of spin out and I’m like “What 

am I doing? I have no idea!” When that happens, I feel like I’m not progressing. I feel 

like we were progressing but now I’m in a stationery area that I can’t move forward 

(from) and that’s something I find very hard, especially the split - focus. If she’s got a 

big thing coming up it’s not any fault on her part because of course that’s what you’re 

going to be focusing on, you still have to be a performer and perform to the best of 

your ability, but I find it very hard to be around her when she’s a little bit split - 

focused. (Student focus group, personal communication, February 26, 2008)  

Smith’s study (2005) supports these findings, stating “Frequent absences by teachers with 

active performing careers lessened the effectiveness and value of their teaching of applied 

music”, (p. 12). While a number of students concurred with this view, others disagreed that a 

lack of regular lessons inhibited developmental factors: 

I think particularly if you’re an advanced student and you’re fairly stabilised in your 

technique in performing I think it works absolutely fine (teacher absence) because 

you’ve gained a fair bit of independence and it’s not a big deal if your teacher goes off 

on a tour for however long and you have to work independently. I find that’s fine for 

me. (Student focus group, personal communication, March 6, 2008) 

Other students qualified both sides of the argument: 

I think sometimes for younger students in the early part of their course that can be a 

little unsettling for them if they’re not used to that (lack of lesson continuity) because 
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I think they do develop better if they have a fairly structured, regular sort of lesson. I 

think it’s advantageous for both sides as long as you don’t get the balance wrong 

(teaching and performing). (Student focus group, personal communication, March 6, 

2008) 

This view was further substantiated in the following comment: 

I think I probably would have preferred if she had been around a bit more during my 

first year of university just to help get me out of the initial problems and bring me up 

to a standard where I technically should be. (Student focus group, personal 

communication, February 26, 2008) 

A further perspective on this line of discussion indirectly highlighted the role which 

motor learning plays in aspects of vocal technique and the need for continuity of instruction 

at a time when these skills are being consolidated: 

A lot of techniques take a lot of time to bed down so you know you’re not going to get 

them wrong. That takes a really long time when you’re kind of in a ‘jolted’ 

environment. Sometimes you feel like you just keep going back to that same step and 

re-learning. Then you’re back to day one, year one. I just found it a little bit disturbing 

in my first year because I know that there was certainly a lot of technical problems 

that I came to the Con with and I still have a lot of them and working through them 

takes a very long time and I feel like when Margaret goes away it feels like I take a 

step backwards simply because she’s not there to monitor me and stop me from 

falling back on bad habits. (Student focus group, personal communication, February 

26, 2008) 

These comments pose challenges to performer/teachers in addressing these concerns without 

experiencing an overload of teacher guilt. Janice Chapman’s earlier comment regarding 
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student choice of teacher according to their profile goes some way towards providing a 

balanced outlook when weighing up individual student needs and learning styles. 

 

 The perceived inability for a performer/teacher to expand their range of student focus 

Another theme identified through student interviews and one which contradicted 

findings in other areas of this study as well as the literature, was a perceived inability for 

performer/teachers to distance themselves from the context of their own technical challenges 

and musical experiences and adopt a truly student – focused learning environment, 

I think sometimes it can be difficult for Margaret to step beyond her own experience 

and to relate to others’ experiences as well and draw on that and bring it to the lesson. 

Sometimes performing can have a negative effect because it makes you focus your 

students on the troubles you’re having at that time because you’re experiencing this 

stuff and it’s fresh in your mind and you’re excited about “Today we’re going to do 

this!” (Whether or not it’s applicable to the student). (Student focus group, personal 

communication, February 26, 2008) 

Other students disagreed with the suggestion that a performer/teacher’s issues and 

perspective often subsumed those of their students: 

I’ve never encountered her saying something that made me feel that she wasn’t 

enjoying being a teacher. That’s very important. Whatever she might think, that 

certainly has never come through so you don’t feel like you’re second, you’re kind of 

interfering with her preparation. She seems to approach it (teaching) as if it’s her joy. 

When she’s actively performing, it encourages independent and external (student) 

learning. (Student focus group, personal communication, March 6, 2008) 

Others agreed that the overall benefits of studying with a performer/teacher 

compensated for any disadvantages experienced within an institutional context: 
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I was thinking about regarding this whole split focus sort of thing was that it can be a 

negative thing, even though it is a positive, and it’s definitely a positive. Personally 

from my experience I would rather a performer (as teacher) at this stage of my 

development than a non-performing teacher. However it does cause split focus. 

(Student focus group, February 26, 2008) 

A variety of perceptions, both positive and negative have emerged in findings 

throughout the previous three chapters of this study. In this final chapter presenting the data, 

student interview responses have centred primarily on perceptions regarding negative aspects 

of the performer/teacher in the tertiary environment. As we have seen, these findings have 

centred primarily around the impact on the student learning experience in the studio; the 

impact of teacher/performer activity including external commitments on continuity of lesson 

contact time; the perception of a ‘split-focus’ in which performer/teachers appear challenged 

in balancing the psychological and emotional resources in fulfilling these dual roles. These 

findings substantiate the views of performer/teachers expressed earlier in 7.1 where the 

ability to successfully manage personal resources while providing consistent, focused tuition 

to students was identified as a significant challenge. The perceived inability for a 

performer/teacher to expand their range of focus to adequately reflect student needs was also 

debated in the discussion with some students feeling that performer/teachers perhaps 

unconsciously project onto the student, a need to address technical vocal issues which are of 

current relevance to their own activity and ongoing development rather than appropriate for 

the student at that given time. Broader institutional implications of performer/teacher 

negatives did not emerge within the context of these interviews however student perceptions 

of performer/teachers generally inform the discussion throughout this study. 
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Chapter Eight: Conclusions 

This study set out to provide greater insight into perceptions on the contribution of the 

performer/teacher to student learning and to evaluate their role in one-to-one teaching of 

classical voice within the Australian tertiary setting. The positioning of teaching identity 

within a changing higher education sector was explored in much greater detail than in 

previous studies, as well as its importance to institutional culture and profiling. While the 

study deliberately did not seek to enter a fruitless debate whether performers make more 

effective teachers than non-performers, it did find many aspects that either contributed or 

detracted from the learning experience with an active performer as teacher. The conclusions 

that can be drawn from this study reach across four domains, which give voice to both 

teacher and student perspectives: performer knowledge (8.1); performer identity (8.2); 

performer experience informing vocal pedagogy (8.3); and institutional implications (8.4). 

They are finally summarised in a concise table bringing together key findings from this study. 

 

8.1 Performer Knowledge  

Performer knowledge comprises a multi-faceted range of skill sets and insights 

derived from past and ongoing performance activity. Characteristics of the knowledge 

identified for this study ranged from explicit and advanced understanding of vocal technique 

and vocal proficiency, vocal mechanics, stagecraft and theatre practices, vocal hygiene, 

repertoire, language, musical style and performance preparation including stage etiquette, to 

implicit knowledge in the form of understanding of the complexity of the singer’s psyche 

(including the performer’s understanding of fear and failure) and the ways in which singers 

consciously and subconsciously synthesise multiple layers of understanding and skilling to 

achieve authenticity in high level performance.  
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Whilst many of these factors informed the explicit exchange with students in the one 

to one teaching studio, others tacitly informed and shaped the performer/teacher’s 

pedagogical strategies explored in detail throughout the study, such as the use of modelling, 

the utilising of aspects of performer identity and persona in the teaching studio, as well as the 

role of personal journeying in determining pedagogical emphasis and the general tenor of the 

learning environment (detailed further in Vocal Pedagogy and Student Learning, later in this 

chapter). 

Students were found to regard performer/teachers as having professional credibility 

and being a model of the profession. They believed that a performer’s professional standing 

lends greater credibility to their profile as a teacher; a performer/teacher’s use of persona and 

their personal attributes are key components in setting the tenor of the learning environment, 

and that a performer/teacher has familiarity with the current professional environment and 

opportunities for engagement, as well as a current knowledge of repertoire and its suitability 

for specific settings. Students interviewed for this study were also of the opinion that the 

experience of the performer/teacher who has overcome technical difficulties of their own is 

advantageous to the learning process; that performer/teachers have ability to empathise with 

performance issues experienced by the student; and performer/teachers understand the 

seriousness with which to take their role as a performer including what’s expected in a ‘real’ 

situation. These themes also resonated with findings viewed within the context of modelling, 

in Chapter Five.   

 

8.2 Identity and Persona 

The role of performer identity and persona in the teaching studio represented a 

complex layering of personal and professional elements some of which were utilised 
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explicitly whilst others informed the tacit exchange. The impact of a shift in professional 

identity also merged with findings regarding the role of self or ego in formulating the 

performer/teacher identity. Finally, the potency and influence of performer identity and 

power of persona utilised in the master class setting resonated with reflections by some 

interviewees on perceptions of their own early voice teachers.  The role of gender 

significance proved minor although a small number of students felt that it played a part in 

role preparation and in utilising aspects of physical modelling in performance. Findings from 

student interviews identified a strong link between professional identity and student 

perceptions of teacher credibility; the performer/teacher as model of the profession; and the 

value students placed on personal attributes and pedagogical style deemed reflective of a 

teacher’s currency in the performing industry.  

This study identified three distinct categories which comprise the working profiles of 

Australian voice teachers currently engaged at tertiary level: 

1. Teachers who pursued full-time performance careers for a significant period of 

time, then retired from the stage to teach 

2. Teachers who concurrently pursue both teaching and performance careers 

(some of whom have taught from the start of their professional lives. 

3. Teachers who have had relatively short performance careers and lengthy, 

distinguished teaching careers. 

Of the group of twelve interviewees involved in this study, there was an equal 

representation of active performer/teachers (6) in the second category, and non-active 

performer/teachers represented by the first and third categories (3/3). The findings suggest 

that performer/teachers, especially those who have worked through personal and career 

challenges, had a highly developed sense of ‘self’ and its agency in the teaching and learning 

exchange mostly in the form of modelling, both explicit and tacit. The potency of the “H-
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factor or self as tool” (McCarthy in Chapman, 2012, p. 176) was referred to early in the study 

and proved central to the findings regarding student perceptions of performer/teacher identity.   

 

8.3 Vocal Pedagogy and Student Learning 

The ways in which experience impacts vocal pedagogy and student learning emerged 

as a rich resource of human and pedagogical insight. The role of the teacher’s personal 

journey, their experiences as students, performers, teachers and continuous learners as well as 

the psychological impact which negative, even catastrophic personal events had on their lives 

and characteristics as voice teachers, was testament to its cogency in transformative teaching. 

In a majority of cases, the impact of personal and professional experience proved a more 

widely utilised pedagogical tool than referring to the ways in which teachers themselves had 

been taught to sing. In fact, many performer/teachers concurred with the suggestion that, in 

the absence of appropriate instruction in their formative vocal education, they had 

constructed a vocal pedagogy based on their new knowledge and insight gleaned through 

experience, thereby ‘creating’ a teacher from whom they themselves would have liked to 

learn.  

The interdisciplinary approach to teaching and learning as well as recognition for the 

role of continuous learning, acquired through both performance experience and ongoing 

study, also emerged as central to the findings.  Modelling, including vocal, kinaesthetic and 

musical as well as the role of imitation in one to one teaching emerged as key characteristics 

of performer/teacher pedagogy. Linked to this, a majority of teachers identified ways in 

which experience as practitioners as well as observers contributed to their development of an 

aural library, a fundamental teaching tool in the training of singers.  They also recognised the 

benefits of studying with performer/teachers who have overcome technical difficulties and/or 
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vocal crises of their own, regarding this as advantageous to the learning process. Students 

also believed that performer/teachers have the ability to empathise with performance issues 

experienced by the student; and performer/teachers understand the seriousness with which to 

take their role as a performer and what’s expected in a ‘real’ situation. Finally, student 

perceptions of experience and teaching revealed a strong appreciation for knowledge borne of 

firsthand performance experience while recognising the importance of broader aspects of 

experiential knowledge in student learning, including those which are non-performance 

related. 

 

8.4 Institutional Implications 

The implications for performer/teachers in balancing dual identities and dual 

professions raised several areas for discussion; challenges to time management including 

‘teacher guilt’ when performance commitments and preparation for performing impacted 

teaching timetabling and other academic responsibilities; challenges to physical, 

psychological and emotional resources, as well as institutional constraints and changes to 

workload profiles including engagement with research. Many interviewees regarded 

institutional expectations of staff to be research active as opportunities for professional 

development, whilst others viewed them as time consuming obstacles to the ‘core business’ 

of teaching and learning, and their own artistic activity. 

The changes to institutional climate which followed the amalgamation of 

conservatoires with universities in the late 1990s in Australia and before and after in other 

parts of the world, exposed the performer as ‘unskilled’ teacher, lacking formal teaching 

qualifications or experience prior to teaching at tertiary level. Although the university setting 

provides ample opportunity for performance staff to engage with professional development 
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activities, to upskill either through peer teaching or reflective practice initiatives, or to seek a 

higher research degree qualification, this can be at odds with the traditional performer/teacher 

profile. The responses from teacher interviewees, many of whom spoke of a wider artistic 

bias which values performance ability over teaching ability and the tacit assumption that 

performance experience provides sufficient preparation and knowledge for teaching 

excellence. Whilst a majority of interviewees including students viewed performance ability 

and teaching ability as two separate and distinct skill bases, some teachers felt that 

institutional recognition for the role which prominent performers serve in enhancing 

institutional profiling (described by one interviewee as ‘marquee appeal’) did little to dispel 

this perception nor to address a perceived imbalance in the teacher profiles currently 

characterising tertiary classical voice faculties throughout the world. There was strong 

support for mandatory teaching induction programs whereby performers entering the tertiary 

teaching environment with little previous teaching experience would require basic training in 

fundamental voice mechanics and vocal pedagogy. 

The importance of collegiality in adhering to professional and personal boundaries not 

always characteristic of the performing environment were identified as areas where potential 

conflict could occur for performer/teachers engaged in the tertiary setting. Finally, the 

influence of performer identity and power of persona and charisma utilised in the master class 

setting echoed reflections of some interviewees on perceptions of their own early voice 

teachers. Student responses to the perceived negative impact of performer/teachers in the 

tertiary environment centred around the impact of a performer’s schedule on continuity of 

lessons; the perception of a ‘split-focus’ or divide in energies and focus between teaching 

responsibilities and the performer’s need to shepherd personal resources; physical, 

psychological and emotional, required for performing. An additional observation of 

importance was the student perception that active performer/teachers sometimes and perhaps 
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unconsciously frame the technical content of lessons with relevance to their own current 

needs rather than consistently focusing on student-specific issues.  

 

8.5 Overview of key impacts 

Considering the contemporary practice of teacher/performers in Australian tertiary 

music training from the perspectives of my own practice, the practices of colleagues, the 

vocal pedagogy literature, the institutions and of course the students themselves, a nuanced 

picture emerges of forces contributing or obstructing student learning experience and success. 

They can be considered across four key domains: performer knowledge (pedagogy); 

performer experience; performer identity and persona; and institutional environment.  

The table overleaf illustrates and summarises the perceptions of positive and negative 

factors to emerge from this study in evaluating the impact of the performer/teacher on the 

student learning experience within the tertiary setting. While presenting these forces as 

binaries may seem a crude simplification of a complex reality described in this thesis, it does 

help to demonstrate the need to carefully navigate this both valuable and vulnerable 

pedagogical model. 

Thus it has become clear that performer/teacher is an important teaching model which 

invites continued examination and reflection to consolidate its pedagogical standing within 

the tertiary music setting. From the results of this study, it appears imperative that Australian 

tertiary music institutions continually put in the effort to discuss, shape, and evaluate 

carefully the role of performers in one-to-one teaching of classical voice within their walls. 

Hopefully, ongoing investigation into this relatively unexplored aspect of the learning 

experience of tertiary level classical singing students will serve to enrich the current body of 

pedagogical literature and contemporary practice, as we prepare next generations of vocalists 

for a career in an ever-changing world.   



206 
 

Contributing Detracting 

Performer knowledge 

Intrinsic as well as extrinsic understanding 

of vocal technique, vocal training including 

performance craft.  

Lack of empathy, insight and the technical 

expertise to assist singers in acquiring and 

consolidating vocal technique. 

Detailed knowledge of vocal                                                  

repertoire, style, language and lyric diction 

and its effect on audiences. 

Limited experience in a range of vocal repertoire 

or little interest in transcending own scope of 

performance experience and repertoire.  

Profound insight into performance practice, 

expectations and demands of professional 

life as a singer. 

Negative impact of unresolved performance 

career ambitions on the teaching and learning 

exchange. 

Understanding of vocal hygiene and voice 

care, implications for vocal health of 

touring, travel, jetlag, vocal fatigue, illness 

and medication. 

Some performers demonstrate limited 

appreciation or recognition for the role of voice 

care and vocal hygiene in promoting healthy 

habits in the developing singer.  

Performer experience  

Ability to empathise with the learning 

process and performance considerations 

encountered by students.  

Inability to empathise with student learning 

difficulties never faced with these technical 

challenges in their own professional practice. 

Performers draw on personal experience in 

equipping students with tools and strategies 

to cope with career demands. 

A risk of being out of touch with current 

professional expectations or constantly living in 

the past. 

Utilising performer/teachers’ personal and 

professional journey as a source for 

pedagogy and continuous learning. 

Lack of formal teacher training or study in voice 

or vocal pedagogy restricting range of 

pedagogical strategies and technical language. 

Direct perspective on professional 

expectations and standards to the student 

learning experience. 

 

 

 

`Lack of lesson continuity owing to 

performer/teacher absence, with resulting 

perceived student ‘neglect’ and teacher guilt  



207 
 

Contributing (cont’d) Detracting (cont’d) 

Performer identity and persona  

Model of professional standards and 

conduct, enhancing student trust and 

institutional profiling. 

Psychological and emotional impact of an 

identity shift from performer to teacher 

challenging for some ‘failed performers’. 

Utilising singer/ roles and teacher/roles to 

enhance student learning and customise 

lesson delivery to the learner. 

Some performer/teachers have an inability to 

switch between dual roles and identities or to 

effectively utilise the individual characteristics 

of these roles in student-centred learning.  

Professional identity and profile enhances 

student perceptions of teacher credibility 

and currency in the performing industry. 

Time management issues in balancing the 

psychological, physical and emotional resources 

required to successfully fulfil dual professional 

roles of performer and teacher. 

Recognising the power of persona as an 

agency for change in the teaching and 

mentoring of students. 

Negative psychological impact of master classes 

where famous singers demonstrate a lack of 

understanding of the developing student. 

Institutional environment  

Performers enhancing the external profiling 

of the institution through their international 

standing and reputation 

Difficulty engaging with institutional 

expectations beyond ‘marquee’ appeal, including 

research or service obligations. 

High level performers attracting a higher 

calibre of student seeking to emulate the 

performing artist and enter profession. 

Performers untrained as teachers, posing 

challenges to institutions in the form of limited 

pedagogical strategies and a lack of engagement  

Performer/teachers providing strong role 

models for students and can enhance 

student learning and departmental culture 

Lack of collegiality amongst ‘big’ personalities, 

misplaced use of competitive edge appropriate 

for performing but not for teaching 

Institutional recognition of high level 

performers in the form of academic 

promotion and individual profiling. 

    

Perception amongst tertiary teachers that 

performing ability is valued above teaching 

ability at institutional as well as external level 

Table 8.1: Perceptions of positive and negative factors in the impact of performer/teachers on 

the classical voice student learning experience in tertiary environments
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Appendix A: Informed Consent Package 

 

 

 
 
 

Information Sheet and Informed Consent Package 
 

The performer as classical voice teacher  
 
Researcher: Margaret Schindler 
Queensland Conservatorium, Griffith University 
Supervisor: Huib Schippers, Scott Harrison  
Contact email: scott.harrison@griffith.edu.au 
Contact Phone: (07) 37356216, 37356159 

 

Why is the research being conducted?  

The proposed project will investigate the role of the performing pedagogue on the teaching of 
singing through interviews with performing pedagogues. The aim of the research is to better inform 
the teaching and learning process in the conservatorium environment.  
 

Participation and Involvement 

Participation: The research requires singing teachers to reflect on how they manage issues of 

professional performance and studio teaching. In addition, some statistical information is required to 

ensure the data is contextualised and representative.  

Involvement in this research will include 

 Interviews with singing teachers 

 Interviews with students regarding perceptions of learning with performing pedagogues 

 Video recordings of selected lessons 

Voluntary and confidential participation 

All participation is entirely voluntary and all responses will be treated in the strictest confidence. All 

responses will be treated as anonymous and you may obtain feedback on the results of the study at 

its completion. You would not be mentioned by name in the reporting of the research, nor would 

anything that could identify you. All responses will be destroyed at the completion of the study.   

Benefits: The aim of the study is to improve teaching in tertiary environment 

 
Risks: Participants may be uncomfortable reflecting on their management of issues in relation to 
teaching and performing. All participants have the right to debrief with the researcher involved if 
required and may withdraw from the study at any time without explanation.  
 
Students involved in the project may have concerns about potential specific harms which could 
include, but are no means limited to, negative impact upon grades and / or academic progression, 

mailto:scott.harrison@griffith.edu.au
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negative impact upon relationships with tutor / lecturer and / or the institution, negative impact upon 
the peer relationships of the participants. 

In relation to the focus group activity includes participants sharing information in a group.  to 
manage the confidentiality and risk issues associated with the activity. While there is considerable 
pressure in this situation, participation will be voluntary and the content of discussions confidential. 
The reflections of this group of participants is highly significant, as they have immediate knoweldge 
of the issues involved. 

Mechanism for distribution and return of information 

Interviews will take place in the teaching studio of the researcher or the participant. 
Transripts will be made available to the participants prior to analysis. 
 

Questions / further information  

Griffith University conducts research in accordance with the National Statement on Ethical 
Conduct in Research Involving Humans. If you have any concerns or complaints 
concerning the manner in which the research project is conducted, it may be given to the 
researcher or if an independent person is preferred they should contact the Manager, 
Research Ethics on 3735 5585 or research-ethics@griffith.edu.au .  
 
Feedback to participants 

Results will be provided through conferences presentations, publications and feedback to the 

participants on request. No participant will be identified in the reporting process. Debriefing will 

take place through focus group sessions where required. 

Consent 

If, after reading the information above you agree to participate in this project, completion of 
the interview will indicate your consent to their participate in the research:  

 I understand that my involvement in this research will include 
interviews  

 I have had any questions answered to my satisfaction;  

 I understand the risks involved;  

 I understand that there will be no direct benefit to me from my participation in this 
research  

 I understand that my participation in this research is voluntary (This decision will in no 
way impacting upon the service they receive from the researcher or marks awarded)  

 I understand that if I have any additional questions I can contact the research team;  

 I understand that I am free to withdraw at any time, without comment or penalty;  

I understand that I can contact the Manager, Research Ethics, at Griffith University Human 

Research Ethics Committee on 3735 5585 (or research-ethics@griffith.edu.au) if I have any 

concerns about the ethical conduct of the project; and  

I agree to participate in the project.   

mailto:research-ethics@griffith.edu.au
mailto:research.ethics@griffith.edu.au
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Appendix B: Sample Interview Questions 

1. Would you give an overview of your pedagogical history? How and when did your 

teaching begin? 

2. How would you describe your professional identity at this point in time? Does this 

identity fit with you who you really feel you are? 

3. How would you describe the profile of your own voice teacher or teachers?  

4. ‘Teach as you were taught’ is a saying, which has been around for a long time. Do 

you identify with that statement and if so, what specific aspects of your own learning 

experience have you incorporated into your teaching practice? 

5. In what ways did your performance activity shape your pedagogical approach?  

6. Renowned voice teacher Richard Miller states in his book The Art of Performance, 

that in his opinion, performer/teachers have a pedagogical edge over non-performers. 

Do you agree with this view? 

7. Is there a differentiation between the teacher who ceased performing in order to teach 

and the teacher who performs concurrently? Are they able to offer the same amount in 

terms of outcomes for student learning? Is all performance activity the same? 

8. Voice teacher Hilary Swank states that in America, there is a definite shift in the 

profiles of voice teachers in recent years, to include many more singer/teachers. Do 

you believe that this is true also of Australia, and if so, what impact is it having on 

vocal pedagogy? 

9. What do performer/teachers contribute to the student learning experience? 
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10. What are the negative impacts of this role on student learning, if any? 

11. How does teaching enhance the performer/teacher’s standard of performance, if at all? 

12. One writer has stated that teaching remains for most people ‘a refuge for the failed 

performer”. What is your response to that statement? What are the potential negative 

implications for those teachers who might still be grieving a curtailed performance 

career? 

13. In your opinion, what are the benefits, if any, of masterclasses? Do they constitute a 

valid learning vehicle and if so, in what ways do they benefit participants? 

14. What do you understand by tacit exchange? Is this dimension of communication 

something which is only fully understood or utilised by performers? 

15. In a recent interview published in The Weekend Australian, actor Nicole Kidman said 

in referred to the process she goes through when working on a role, “ In some ways 

you feel it’s a betrayal if you go to explore your artistic part. I do. It requires such 

devotion, and requires you to exist in a separate way.” Do you feel that you identify 

with those feelings in relation to your individual practice as a performer? 

16. What do students learn through watching their teachers perform? 

17. Do specific boundaries exist for the performer/teacher? Where do the 

mental/emotional boundaries lie?  

18. In exploring the process of ‘individuating’ referred to in the previous question where I 

quoted Nicole Kidman, this lack of availability emotionally is often coupled with a 

lack of physical availability to students leading up to a performance or absenteeism 
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owing to touring commitments. Do you believe that this is something which deprives 

students or serves as a valuable working model of professional life? 

19. What is your opinion of the performer/teacher as continuous learner? How much of 

this process should the student be aware of? Do you believe it creates a better 

dynamic between student and teacher when the former can observe their teacher 

acquiring new understanding re voice science etc or does it induce a quasi -insecurity 

as though the student might be in the hands of someone who is unsure of their 

knowledge? 

20. I would like to ask you something about persona in the teaching studio. What do 

performers understand about persona and the concept of armour? How is this taught 

or demonstrated to the student? 

21. Richard Miller stated in 1984 in a criticism of voice faculties across America, 

appointing famous teachers to their staff, “It would be detrimental to the teaching 

profession if great performing ability were to be mistaken for great ability in 

teaching.” Do you concur with this statement? 
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Appendix C: Biographies of Interviewees 

Greg Massingham (biography sent from Massingham to Author via personal 

communication) 

Greg Massingham is Head of Opera Studies and Senior Lecturer in Voice at the 

Queensland Conservatorium, Griffith University, where he has been a full-time member of 

academic staff since 1985. An experienced performer of over thirty years principally in 

concert repertoire, Greg has performed with all major national symphony orchestras and 

choral societies throughout Australia and New Zealand and is renowned for his interpretation 

of Baroque repertoire as well as new music including works by Australian composers Brett 

Dean, Stephen Cronin and Graeme Koehne. 

Dr Rowena Cowley (biography sent from Cowley to Author via personal 

communication) 

Dr Rowena Cowley is a Snr Lecturer in Voice at the Sydney Conservatorium, Sydney 

University, and the National President of ANATS. Rowena Cowley received her Doctor of 

Musical Arts from the Manhattan School of Music, New York. She is a Senior Lecturer in 

Voice at the Sydney Conservatorium where she coordinates the Graduate Pedagogy program 

in voice. Rowena is an experienced performer who has appeared with the Sydney 

Philharmonia, Australia Ensemble and the Nederlands Dance Teater and other leading 

organisations. A renowned voice teacher, Rowena’s student successes regularly include 

national winners and finalists of some of Australia’s most prestigious vocal competitions and 

awards, as well as professional singers engaged within Australia and abroad.  
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Steven Grant (biography sent from Grant to Author via personal communication) 

Stephen Grant is Lecturer in Voice at the Victorian College of the Arts and teaches 

voice at Melbourne University and the Australian Catholic University. He has performed and 

recorded extensively throughout Europe, with notable early music ensembles including 

Sequentia, the Ferrara Enemble, and Ensemble Organum de Paris. A teacher of Feldenkrais 

method, Stephen combines this work with his performing and teaching activity to deliver 

workshops for singers throughout the USA, Germany, Switzerland and Australia.  

Barry Ryan (biography sent from Ryan to Author via personal communication) 

Barry Ryan is a Senior Lecturer in Voice at the Sydney Conservatorium. He has an 

active performance profile which includes substantial international experience over some 

twenty years and continuing engagement with Opera Australia and regional opera companies 

within Australia as well as concert appearances.  He combines his performance commitments 

with his academic position at the Sydney Conservatorium where he teaches one to one voice 

as well as delivering performance classes on operatic style and performance practice.  

Neil Semer (biography sent from Semer to Author via personal communication) 

Neil Semer is an internationally acclaimed voice teacher, based in New York but 

travelling extensively for workshops and teaching in Toronto, Basel, Paris, London and 

throughout Germany. His teaching emphasis recalls the principles of the bel canto as 

expounded by Giovanni Battista Lamperti which Neil uses to underpin the coordination of 

the body, heart and mind. A non-performer, Neil Semer has numerous students singing at the 

world’s premier opera houses such as Covent Garden, The Met, New York City Opera, 

Chigago Lyric, Vienna Staatsooper. 
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Janice Chapman (biography sent from Chapman to Author via personal 

communication) 

Janice Chapman combined her performance engagements with teaching from early on 

in her singing career. Based in London, she maintains a private teaching studio and teaches as 

a member of staff at the Royal Academy of Music and the Guildhall School of Music and 

Drama respectively. Her professional profile also includes specialist work with rehabilitation 

ENT voice clinic clients. Janice has written Singing and Teaching Singing: an holistic 

approach to classical voice and is in demand throughout the world for guest teaching and 

masterclasses.  

Joseph Ward OBE (biography sent from Ward to Author via personal communication) 

Joseph Ward OBE is a voice teacher at the Queensland Conservatorium of Music, 

Griffith University where he has been a member of academic staff since the early 1990s. 

Joseph has had a distinguished career initially as a principal artist, in major opera houses 

throughout the United Kingdom and the United States, before retiring from the stage to 

commence teaching in 1978. He founded the opera school at the Royal Northern College of 

Music, Manchester where he was Head of Vocal Studies and taught many important artists 

throughout his career including Jane Eaglen, Joan Rodgers, Jon Vallen, Claire Moore and 

others. Joseph has also had extensive experience directing opera at the Royal Opera House 

Covent Garden, Opera Australia and at the tertiary institutions where he has been engaged 

throughout his career. Joseph was awarded his Officer of the Order of the British Empire for 

his services to music and opera, in 1991. 
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Paul McMahon, biography as appears on the Australian National University website 

(Australian National University, 2013) 

Paul McMahon is one of the country’s leading tenors and early music specialists with 

an international performing career and an extensive discography of over thirty commercial 

studio recordings from 1999 to the present day. Previously on the academic staff of the 

School of Creative Arts, University of Newcastle, Paul is a highly experienced studio and 

ensemble teacher of voice as well as lecturer in music history and historically informed 

performance.His PhD thesis, at the Queensland Conservatorium Griffith University, explored 

the delivery of higher education pedagogy in baroque performance practice. His book George 

Frideric Handel and Giovanni Battista Draghi: Two contrasting approaches to text setting in 

John Dryden’s A Song for St Cecilia’s Day, 1687 was published in Cologne by Lambert 

Academic Publishing in 2009. 

Performing regularly as a soloist with symphony orchestras, chamber music groups & 

choirs throughout Australia, New Zealand & Asia, tenor Paul McMahon is one of Australia’s 

leading exponents of baroque repertoire, particularly the Evangelist role in the Passions of J. 

S. Bach.Career highlights include Bach’s Matthäus-Passion under Roy Goodman; Haydn’s 

Die Schöpfung under the late Richard Hickox, Mozart’s Great Mass in C Minor under 

Masaaki Suzuki & Mozart’s Requiem under Manfred Honeck. Paul’s recent collaborations 

include recitals with the renowned pianists Bengt Forsberg and Kathryn Stott, the New 

Zealand String Quartet & the Australia Ensemble. Paul has appeared as soloist in the festivals 

of Sydney, Melbourne and Brisbane & has given concerts for broadcast on ABC Classic FM 

and the MBS network. He was a member of The Song Company from 1997 to 2001, touring 

regularly with this ensemble throughout Australia, Asia and Europe.Paul’s discography 

includes the solo album of English, French and Italian lute songs entitled A Painted Tale; a 

CD and DVD recording of Handel’s Messiah; Monteverdi’s L’Orfeo; & Mozart’s Requiem 
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and Idomeneo. He is featured on the Swoon series; various Christmas discs & the soundtrack 

to the feature film The Bank. These recordings are available through ABC Shops, ABC 

Online & buywell.com. 

This season, Paul appears as the tenor soloist in Handel’s Messiah with the Melbourne 

& Queensland Symphony Orchestras & the Consort of St George’s Cathedral, Perth. Other 

solo appearances include Handel’s Theodora with the Canberra Choral Society, Haydn’s 

Theresienmesse with the Melbourne Symphony Orchestra, Mozart’s Requiem with the 

Auckland Philharmonic Orchestra, Orff’s Carmina Burana with the Sydney Symphony, & 

Beethoven’s Symphony 9 with the Adelaide Symphony Orchestra.Paul holds a PhD & 

Graduate Diploma of Music from Queensland Conservatorium Griffith University, a Master 

of Music (Performance) degree from the Sydney Conservatorium of Music, & a Bachelor of 

Creative Arts degree from the University of Southern Queensland. In 2002, he was awarded a 

Churchill Fellowship for intensive study of Baroque repertoire under Marius van Altena at 

the Royal Conservatoire in The Hague. He has twenty-five years experience as a teacher of 

singing in tertiary and non-tertiary settings. His philosophy of teaching encompasses an 

holistic approach to singing, inspiring students to discover their natural voice through 

technical development within an encouraging, committed and music-friendly studio 

environment.  

Anna Connolly, biography as appears on The University of Melbourne website (The 

University of Melbourne)  

Anna Connolly is Senior Lecturer in Voice at the Melbourne Conservatorium of 

Music. As a Feldenkrais Practitioner, her teaching is at the forefront of vocal pedagogy and 

informed by a thorough knowledge of human movement and anatomy. In addition to 

producing multiple award-winning students for the Conservatorium, Anna has devised, 
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written and delivered subjects for both the undergraduate and postgraduate cohort. As former 

Head of Voice for VCA Music, Anna wrote and delivered a progressive training program for 

singers made up of applied acoustics, anatomy, physiology and Feldenkrais - the first of its 

kind in Australia. She received the 2006 VCA-wide Teaching Excellence Award as 

recognition for her outstanding contribution to student learning. In addition, as an Education 

Associate with Victorian Opera, Anna has devised and delivered a wide range of pedagogy 

courses for the company. In 2006, Anna appeared on ABC Television as a judge in the 

popular series, OperatunityOz and again appeared in the follow-up episode – OperatunitiyOz, 

Where are they Now? Anna has taught and guided more than 100 singers from amateur status 

through to that of professional. Her students have won international singing competitions 

including the Neue Stimmen International Singing Competition and every major competition 

in Australia – over 85 finalists and 38 winners of: the Australian Singing Competition (Mathy 

and Opera Awards), the MacDonald Aria, all the Opera Foundation Australia Awards for 

singers multiple times - the Vienna, German, Metropolitan Opera, Covent Garden, New 

York, Italian, AIMS awards. Since 1997 Anna has prepared 9 Herald Sun Aria winners. In 

any given season at Opera Australia, up to half of the chorus and 30 Principal Artists will be 

made up of past or present students; others guest in major international opera houses 

including, the Vienna Staatsoper, Deutsche Staatsoper Berlin, English National Opera, The 

Royal Opera Covent Garden, the Metropolitan Opera New York. With a background in both 

opera and ensemble singing, Anna has won 9 Australian Vocal Awards including the ABC 

Young Performer’s Award. She has been a Principal Artist for Opera Queensland, a soloist 

with numerous state Symphony Orchestras and soprano with a capella sextet Jones & Co. For 

the latter, she was Artist in Residence with the University of Queensland, took part in 10 

Australian Tours, giving over 250 concerts in 60 towns and cities, as well as 5 world tours 

giving concerts in 13 countries.  
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Maree Ryan, biography as appears on The University of Sydney website (The 

University of Sydney, 2016b)  

Maree Ryan is widely recognised as one of Australia's leading vocal teachers, 

specialising in opera, concert and recital repertoire.As a performer, Maree worked in all 

styles and genres, including opera, oratorio and recital, and broadcast for radio and television. 

As a soloist she worked with many leading orchestras under many national and international 

conductors and has also appeared in a number of world and Australian premieres of 

contemporary classical music. She performed regularly for the Australian Broadcasting 

Commission, covering a diverse range of repertoire in many languages. 

As a vocal specialist, her studio has produced a large number of professional singers with 

established careers in Opera Australia and on the professional circuits of Europe and 

America. Over one hundred of her students have reached the finals of Australia’s most 

prestigious and competitive national singing competitions. In fact, there are currently more 

than fifty winners of these competitions from her studio. 

Opera houses at which students have performed or are currently engaged include Opera 

Australia; Vienna State Opera, Austria; Royal Opera, Covent Garden, London, England; 

Opéra de Reims, Aix-en-Province, Opéra Comique & Théâtre du Châtelet, France; Deutsche 

Opera, Berlin and Cologne Opera, Germany; Israel Opera; La Fenice, Venice, Teatre Regio 

di Parma, Teatro San Carlo, Napoli, Teatro dell’opera di Roma and Teatro alla Scala, Milan, 

Italy. 

Conductors with whom her students have performed include Vladimir Ashkenazy, William 

Christie, Sir Colin Davis, Adam Fischer, Antonio Fogliani, Sir John Elliot Gardiner, Daniele 

Gatt, Marc Minkowski, Daniel Oren, Seiji Ozawa, Donata Renzett, Hellmut Rilling, Donald 

Runnicles, Christian Thielemann and Ralf Weikart. Her students record for ABC Classics, 

Arthous Musik, Bel Air Classique, Chandos, Naxos, Tall Poppies and United Classical. 

Maree Ryan has published papers in leading international research journals and presented 
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papers at national and international vocal research conferences regarding her major interest, 

the effect of hormones on the singing voice.  

Patricia Price (biography sent from Price to Author via personal communication) 

Patricia Price studied at the Royal Manchester College of Music with Madame Vera 

Rosza and later she came to the University of Adelaide to study with Professor David 

Galliver. Scholarship awards permitted her to return to Europe to study with Lucie Manen 

and Peter Pears.Further study led her to the studio of Erich Vietheer and Geoffrey Parsons, 

where she was able to observe and access some of the world’s greatest singers. Under their 

care she won the first prize and Kathleen Ferrier award at the ‘sHertogenbosch International 

Vocal Concours. This led to representation by Robert Rattray of AskonasHolt .  

For three years Patricia was a fulltime member of the BBC Singers, a group of 28 

singers who performed and recorded music across all styles. During this time she became 

very involved in avant-garde music and appeared as soloist in many world premieres, the 

most notable being John Tavener’s ’Ultimos Ritos’for the Holland Festival and European TV 

broadcast. At this time Patricia was selected as one of four emerging artists to appear in a 

BBC series of Lieder Master classes, which led to further solo appearances throughout 

Europe and the UK.  Recitals, public and recorded, included performances with such eminent 

accompanists as Paul Hamburger ( Purcell Room, South Bank, London) Geoffrey Parsons ( 

Purcell Room), Thom Bollen and Gerard van Blerk (Dutch Radio) Rudolf Jansen (Holland) 

John Alley (UK) Georg Fischer (Australia) and many others. 

Patricia’s concert work throughout Europe, the UK and Australia has encompassed 

most of the standard repertoire and much 20th century music. Conductors she has worked 

with include Sir John Pritchard, Pierre Boulez, Georg Ligeti , Witold Lutoslavski, Paul 
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Sacher, Sir Alexander Gibson, Hans Vonk, Sir Charles Mackerras, Michael Gielen, Sir 

Richard Armstrong, Sir Mark Elder, Richard Bonynge, Stuart Challender , Georg Fischer 

.Patricia’s European operatic debut came with the title role of Rossini’s Tancredi in France, 

with a subsequent recording that was the world premiere recording of this opera. The offer of 

a contract in Mannheim, Germany, followed and then her debuts with Glyndebourne, Welsh 

National Opera Scottish Opera and the Netherlands Opera.  In 1983 Richard Bonynge offered 

Patricia a principal contract the Australian Opera and her debut role was Azucena in Il 

Trovatore for the Elijah Moshinsky production. She remained as a principal artist till 1989 

when, after the bicentennial tour of George Ogilvy’s production of Don Giovanni in which 

she sang  Donna Elvira, she was forced to retire after surgery for a thyroid tumour.As a result 

of her personal experience her interest in voice research began. 

On her return in to Australia in 1995 she had become more aware of the geographical 

and artistic isolation of Australia and the difficulties this posed for professional singers 

wishing to develop further. Patricia began directing her energies towards creating possibilities 

for bringing international coaches to Australia.  On joining the University of Sydney’s 

National Voice Centre, a centre of excellence in the pursuit of vocal research and 

development, she became a member of their Music Advisory Board and Acting Artistic 

Director. Her main responsibility was the funding and setting up of a Teacher in Residence 

programme and the setting up of links, through her professional contacts, with all the major 

musical institutions and opera companies in Australia. By means of her contacts in the 

professional arena Patricia was able to assist on voice research projects and act as artistic 

advisor on them.Patricia‘s private studio has included several young artists who are now 

pursuing careers in Europe and America. She has been the National Adjudicator for the 

Marianne Mathy Competition/Australian Singing Competition on two occasions and is a 

member of the Music Board of that Competition.In 2009 Patricia became Head of Vocal 
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Studies and Opera at the Western Academy of Performing Arts where she has totally 

rewritten the Vocal Program, which now, thanks to the focus on languages and performamce 

skills and the adventurous performance choices and opportunities, boasts many successes and 

has many post graduate students in high profile international institutions and companies.  

Andrew Dalton, biography as appears on The University of Sydney website (The 

University of Sydney, 2016a) 

Andrew Dalton won the ABC’s Instrumental and Vocal Competition (now the Young 

Performers Awards) and continued his studies in London. 

Since then, he has toured extensively throughout Europe, appearing at most major 

festivals including Munich, Berlin, Paris, Edinburgh and Salzburg, and has undertaken 

concert tours in Australia, the Far East and USA (with the Drottningholm Baroque 

Ensemble). 

His opera performances have similarly taken him throughout Europe and include: 

 A Midsummer Night’s Dream (Linz, Lubeck, Karlsruhe, Basel and Cologne) 

 Death in Venice (Scottish Opera and Geneva) 

 Ariodante (Theatre des Champs Elysees, Paris) 

 L’Egisto (Scottish Opera) 

 Rodrigo (Innsbruck) 

 Agrippina (La Fenice, Venice) 

 Le Convenienze ed Inconvenienze di Teatrali (La Fenice, Venice) 

 Orfeo (Geneva) 

 Belshazzar (Lausanne) 

 Il ritorno d’Ulisse (Avignon and Lausanne) 



240 
 

 Fetonte (La Scala, Milan) 

 Messiah (Covent Garden) 

In 1991 Andrew Dalton returned to live in Australia. Since then, he has appeared with 

Opera Australia in Death in Venice; Il coronazione di Poppea; A Midsummer Night’s Dream; 

and in the highly acclaimed production of Handel’s Julius Caesar. He has given concerts with 

the Australian Chamber Orchestra and performed with all the Symphony Australia Orchestras 

and has made several internationally acclaimed recordings (for BIS, EMI and ETCETERA 

labels) including solo recitals of Henry Purcell and John Dowland. 

His television appearances have included the title role in Stradella’s San Giovanni 

Battista for Swedish Television; a film on the life of Queen Christina (which won the Prix 

Italia Award); a documentary on Handel for Granada Television; and Opera Australia’s 

production of Julius Caesar. 

He has held teaching positions at the Queensland Conservatorium of Music; Music 

Department of the University of Queensland; and Head of Voice at ANU, Canberra. 

Teaching Philosophy 

Through the role of teacher, we continually take inspiration, understanding and 

insight from the individuality of our students. 

There are muscles; application of personal responsibility; and instinct, which, when in 

alignment, become the core components of the singer’s skills. 

The performer evolves, guided through a process of empowerment and conviction of 

interpreting text and music with their own ‘blue-print’ of authenticity. 

Creativity takes courage – Henri Matisse 
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Appendix D: Extracts from Teaching Diary 

Kate, soprano, postgraduate student (excerpt: Strauss’s Der Rosenkavalier - Sophie)  

Working through over-opening of the mouth in the top register. Being able to identify 

and communicate to her how this is unproductive and how I am guilty of the same tendency 

in my singing.Sense of Strauss style demonstrated to give an aural model of the melodic 

shaping inherent in this writing. Not direct imitation but musical modelling which seems to 

communicate the intention very efficiently and successfully. 

Jonathan, baritone, postgraduate student (excerpt: Mozart’s Die Zauberflöte - 

Papageno) 

Worked intensively on deconstriction and basic Estill principles. Talked about the 

changes which came about in my singing after acquiring an understanding and practical 

application of these principles. We discussed the confidence and reassurance, which develops 

in performance when one experiences the right type of ‘control’ over one’s technique and 

how liberating that is. Jonathan is unfocused and impatient in repetition and consolidation of 

basic technical skills. However, when he hears and feels an improved sound, he is excited by 

that. Having sung with tension and lack of technique, I feel confident in knowing how things 

should feel when they are free and in communicating that sensation to him sometimes 

verbally, sometimes kinaesthetically. Despite his perceived resistance to disciplined work and 

his obstinacy I am confident that what I am saying is demonstrable and I am able to perform 

the technique I am referring to. I’m also not fazed by his attitude as it is indicative of his 

insecurity which I can also identify with. 

He had a good lesson today as opposed to several recent sessions which have been 

rather unsatisfactory. Clutching at technical ‘fixes’ instead of fundamental principles.  
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Sometimes I don’t feel that I have the luxury of returning to basics yet it is so 

counterproductive when one leaves them unrectified. 

Tim, baritone, postgraduate student (excerpt: Haydn’s Creation – bass solo) 

Worked today on his forthcoming performance of baritone solo in Haydn Creation. 

Although his singing is consistently high standard, there is often a lack of immediacy in 

delivery. In his recitative today, I wound up singing a few phrases to communicate the type of 

energy required for effective delivery of recitative. A strength of purpose, more externalised 

form of commitment and enunciation which Tim understood after I provided the musical 

model for this. 

We also worked on stance and posture when holding the score. Together we did an 

exercise acquired from Ron Morris, for correct body alignment and posture when holding a 

musical score in performance. Tim indicated that this stance allowed him greater freedom 

through his chest and felt more dynamic overall. 

Sam, bass, 4th year student (excerpt: Monteverdi’s The Coronation of Poppea – 

Seneca’s aria) 

We worked technically on tongue position to release the voice. As tongue root tension 

is something I work continually on with my own singing, I am quick to identify when it is 

interfering with the sound and have a range of exercises for targeting its release. Being able 

to communicate to the student what the floor of mouth should feel like when released and 

understanding their feedback seems to link  directly with my own practice. 

We worked stylistically on rhythmic features of this period which is music I am very 

familiar with and have performed with numerous baroque specialists. While not quoting 

specific guides, my understanding is informed by what I have experienced and learned from 

conductors, singers, instrumentalists and of this repertoire. We discussed ‘not singing the 
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notes on the page’ and what that means especially for this music. When I suggested to Sam 

that as yet, there seemed no organic connection to the music, he agreed, saying, “ I just need 

to get inside the piece more.” We discussed ways of doing this and what the aria will sound 

like when he has acquired it within his body as well as his mind. 

Paul, tenor, 2nd year student (excerpt: Fauré’s Autome) 

Worked mainly at freeing articulator tension eventually shaking one leg to try and 

dislodge recalcitrant tensions. We discussed acquiring greater body awareness and what that 

means. Paul has a rather poor body awareness and although applies himself, does not have an 

instinctive approach which is why releasing tension is so hard. He can’t always identify 

where it is occurring, let alone release it. This means a great deal of imitation style modelling 

which is not ideal for independent learning. Paul’s perceived understanding and his actual 

understanding are two different things. We also worked on linguistic features of this French 

melodie and the need to create a genuine fusion of language and music to avoid sounding 

robotic re phonetics. 

Matthew, baritone, 3rd year student (excerpt: German lied, details not recorded in 

diary) 

In Matthew I sense growing assurance in his singing and greater stability. His anxiety 

re the desire to sing well and freely is almost a source of anxiety for me. I understand what it 

feels like to know that you are not singing correctly or well but almost humouring your 

teacher into thinking that it isn’t worrying you. It is as though one needs to reassure the 

teacher that you don’t think they are inadequate. I sense that he is disappointed in himself 

because he feels that he is the only one not progressing. Fortunately, since Albert Herring he 

has stabilised and is actually singing with less pressure and constriction. Matt’s body tension 
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is so acute that we need to do something really extreme such as roll around on the floor but I 

am avoiding that for the time being. 

Dealt with tongue root tension and tongue position with lots of  voiced th exercises. 

These are ones which I do myself in every practice. We also worked through musical aspects 

of the Schubert and the concept of leading a phrase, of keeping thought directed. 

Piri, tenor, postgraduate student (excerpt: repertoire not recorded in diary) 

Piri carries a lot of tension in his upper body and finds it very difficult to release the 

breath. He reported that his practice had centred on release and onset, finding a slimmer finer 

approach without constricting. We used exercises to release tongue and jaw and elevate the 

palate. Lots of physical modelling. Lots of tongue root tension to release (again!) Talked 

about pacing of forthcoming exam recital.  

Sally-Ann, soprano, 1st year student (excerpt: repertoire not recorded in diary) 

Sally was still sick so today we finalised exam repertoire and looked through some 

new music which she had brought. I sang a few pieces for her to hear. She is very perceptive 

aurally and I know that by singing whole pieces, which I rarely do, I was planting some seeds 

re musical style and vocal modelling. There is a sense of security and assurance, which is 

evident in the student once they hear you sing a piece. It’s almost like a reaffirmation of 

teacher credibility. The student feels reassured that they are in the hands of someone skilled 

and experienced and committed. 

Jo, soprano, postgraduate student (excerpt: Pergolesi’s La Serva Padrona – aria) 

Worked on her Pergolesi aria mainly on characterisation. Being able to immediately 

demonstrate a type of operatic character which one has performed even if not that specific 



245 
 

one, is helpful. Jo immediately responded to the physical and interpretive energy and it lifted 

her performance immediately. We also worked to achieve freer articulation for trilling and 

other ornaments. To free Jo’s approach to acciaccaturas I used an exercise which I had 

learned from Evelyn Tubb, singer with the English Consort and Emma Kirkby’s fellow 

soprano in ensemble which teaches the singer to alternate between the goat-like trill of 

Monteverdi and legato singing.  

Also performed Zerlina’s aria where we worked again at finding the right mix of 

sensuality and playfulness avoiding ‘cute’ interpretations. My directions to Jo were directly 

informed by my experience of the role as a performer and as a student of music, which I still 

am. As I am to perform both of Zerlina’s arias with orchestra in a couple of weeks, the music 

is also current in my voice and in my body. I have been revising the arias and reworking them 

so my approach to it is coming from a basis of thought, which is constantly being renewed 

through reflection in action. 

Jonathan, baritone, postgraduate student (excerpt: Barber’s With rue my heart is 

laden) 

Jonathan’s second lesson this week was very productive. Lots of work with ‘jowly’ 

noisy v to promote airflow and release his throat tension. Big results especially in the upper 

register where even Jonathan agreed that it was a freer sound! He finally experienced (I 

think!) the feeling of real openness that comes with de-constriction. Also lots of chuckling so 

that he can experience pharyngeal width. He heard more line coming through and was 

pleased. I pushed him quite hard, trying to get him to stand still and engage lower body which 

is still largely disengaged. He does not like being forced into kinaesthetic awareness and 

objects to being poked and prodded for reminders of engagement. I felt that as a performer 

and a learner, I knew what language would promote his understanding, what he needs to hear 

and what he doesn’t in terms of criticism. The performer understands what is a potentially 
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destructive or devastating comment-I believe that I have arrived at a directness of approach 

with Jonathan where he knows I mean business but that I am not trying to pull him down 

although others would I’m certain! 

James, tenor, postgraduate student (excerpt: Verdi’s Aida – trio) 

Worked with lots of constriction and tongue root tension issues. He concentrates very 

hard and applies himself but is not an instinctive singer or a stage animal. Therefore, the 

language or implicit understanding which I would experience in teaching a natural performer 

is not there. I find myself ‘describing’ the organic sense which one feels when a piece of 

music and a character have been absorbed into one’s body and mind. I have to demonstrate a 

lot in terms of phrasing and also basic physical gesture and engagement. His extensive choral 

experience has basically neutered his singing and he is discovering the personal challenge of 

being himself, which he admits he finds extremely difficult. Some progress made with 

extreme exercises such as tongue pulling but largely still chiselling away at tension. Because 

of his mature age, 30, I know that I exhibit a direct, perhaps less compassionate demeanour 

although I am careful to temper it so that he does not only ever experience negativity. 

Trevor, tenor, 2nd year student (excerpt: repertoire not recorded in diary) 

Trevor’s lesson was very productive. His strong developed instinct and overwhelming 

desire to sing means that he always ‘gets’ what I am after and contributes his own reflection 

to the learning process. He talked today however about experiencing a sensation in the 

‘chambers’ in the top of his head. I said “Have you ever heard me use that word?” I chastised 

him for using an image which did not have a physiological basis although when we discussed 

what ‘space’ he might be feeling, it was acceptable to him. We did quite a bit of work on 

vowel shape and definition which assisted in ironing out registration issues in the approach to 

the top. Tongue height was also maintained for greater laryngeal stability. 
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Tim, baritone, postgraduate student (excerpt: Haydn’s Creation – bass solo) 

Tim sang through all of his solo or nearly all, from Haydn’s Creation. Our work today 

reflected the type of exchange which occurs at an advanced level. Almost like a coaching, as 

most of my work did not touch on fundamental aspects of breathing and support although 

postural alignment did have to be adjusted re book holding. 

Our work is quite quick as we have a language almost like a technical shorthand. I 

will say things like “Anchor your rolled r to your sob and establish its pitch before moving to 

the vowel on that word” or “more ‘u’ in your ‘o’ vowel or “more head and neck anchor on 

the way to that top note”. Tongue height helping a lot. Tim’s expressive ideas are very 

refined so he always shapes very musically. It was an efficient lesson which I felt brought on 

enormous polish through subtle adjustments. 

Piri, tenor, postgraduate student (excerpt: Barber’s Vanessa – aria) 

Piri worked on the aria from Vanessa by Barber. Similar issues to Tues lesson in 

trying to fully release the body tension when breathing in. When he incorporates a ‘sloppier’ 

approach to text and tone, the sound immediately frees and adjusts accordingly. Piri said 

“When I don’t do anything, the body just takes over itself” which is true in the sense that one 

shouldn’t impose on the body but provide the structure in which the activity can take place 

efficiently of its own accord. That was his “Aha!” moment today. 

 

Kate, soprano, postgraduate student (excerpt: Verdi’s Falstaff – Nanetta’s aria) 

Kate had a few Aha! moments today. A very satisfying lesson. Her work centred 

about a few principles, which had a dramatic effect on the tonal quality, ease of production 

and economy. In singing Nanetta’s aria from Falstaff, we addressed the stylistic features first, 
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shaping of phrases, where to breath etc. I demonstrated a few phrases in an effort to convey 

the elevation required for this somewhat celestial aria. Because of the high sustained nature 

of the aria, I wanted Kate to incorporate more ‘collar’ to stabilise the larynx and release 

tongue and jaw tension. We sang phrases on noisy V, or Th, then with words. The freedom 

and richness of tone was astonishing. Kate heard it and felt a difference and was very excited. 

We also checked jaw tension with the ‘thumbnail’ exercise and tipped her body forward, 

‘hanging from the spine’, an Alexander Technique description of functional alignment, which 

I demonstrated, using some of the descriptive prompts from Meredith Page. For the sustained 

high notes we incorporated the neutral or ‘schwah’ which again proved very successful. 

These are devices which I have learned through study and coaching and interaction with 

teachers and coaches. I trial it daily on my own voice, so it seems relatively easy to recognise 

it and incorporate it into the work of my students. 

James, tenor, postgraduate student (excerpt: repertoire not recorded in diary) 

James worked extremely hard and this was an intensive lesson which focused mainly 

around kinaesthetic awareness of the tongue and jaw. In placing his thumb on the floor of 

mouth and monitoring its activity as we sang the vowel spectrum, he achieved a truly 

beautiful, clear, light tonal quality, very different from his usual sound. When I asked him to 

crescendo, he was able to do so without bringing on additional tension. He said that it would 

have previously been his tendency to engage more tongue root to get louder, so he was 

delighted to find a way through this. 

James asked what the time frame would be for his development. While I cannot 

answer that, I said that acquiring new patterns of behaviour can occur relatively quickly but 

that they would probably not be present in his performance for six months and then 
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consolidate for a further three months after that. I feel confident in that saying that as I have 

experienced it myself as well as witnessed it in many others. 

Amanda, mezzo-soprano, first year student (excerpt: Purcell’s Dido and Aeneas – Ah! 

Belinda) 

Amanda’s lesson centred on developing a dynamic engagement with her body. A 

rather poor body awareness, which is inhibited further by her size. I use a lot of 

demonstration with her in an effort to establish a quality aural model for her to emulate. 

Doesn’t recognise a real singing tone unless I sing first. When I pushed her to reproduce an 

improved sound she became defensive and almost broke down. She said “I’m trying” but is 

inherently lazy and unaware in general not just in singing. We worked on presentation of her 

piece for workshop next week. I asked her to stand with arrogance and assurance to capture 

the pride of the gypsy song she was singing. This was difficult for her to capture physically as 

she tends to protect herself and guard her body by folding hands in front and turning her head 

away. I demonstrated the stance I wanted and she copied it and was then able to incorporate 

that into her own work throughout the rest of the lesson. Her improvement from start to finish 

was quite considerable but seems difficult to retain. 

David, tenor, postgraduate student (excerpt: repertoire not noted in diary) 

David’s lesson concluded quite well but didn’t start that way. Most of the lesson spent 

trying to reconnect his voice and reassure him that it hadn’t gone away. Is very anxious that 

he has damaged his voice from months of ill-health chiefly pneumonia, but a score of 

respiratory infections which followed. Lots of constriction and general tension creating a 

squeezing sound when he sings. Although a postgrad, he seems to have little independence as 

a learner, claiming not to know how to ‘fix’ his problems. I explained how I was currently 

facing some muscular discomfort and possible fatigue after an incident of vocal abuse two 
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weeks ago. I also explained how when we are injured or come back to singing after an illness, 

that the body is simply not conditioned enough or fit enough to support and energise the 

singing in the way we are used to. This is what I believe David is experiencing. I also 

explained to him that when the body is out of form, the tongue root and other articulators 

become overactive in a bid to recreate the tone which he has been accustomed to hearing 

when he sings. He agreed that this may be the case with him and our discussion seemed to 

alleviate his worry. Needs lots of modelling and simple language, not too many instructions, 

which is why being able to demonstrate something to him and having direct knowledge of 

how it works in performance is very helpful in teaching someone like David. 

James, tenor, postgraduate student (excerpt: no vocal repertoire covered in this lesson) 

This is James’ technical lesson. We started with basic warming exercises. Moved to 

tongue and jaw exercises to engage with the column of air and free articulators. James says 

that he has difficulty letting go of tension especially in the face and around the mouth. We 

discussed the feeling of vulnerability which accompanies the release of tension but that it is 

really more of a transfer of activity to other muscle groups. He is terribly analytical to the 

point of it being a detriment and is having to feel more and think less if possible. A balancing 

of muscular activity was only possible today through direct physical modelling and 

immediate feedback from me. He is not really able to work independently on these areas as 

his aural perception is clouded, rather he requires the correct physical model. 

Jonathan, baritone, postgraduate student (excerpt: Vaughan-William’s Silent Noon) 

Jonathan was in a less than receptive mood owing to family problems but managed to 

sing through some of this by the end of the lesson. Worked with the use of Indian accent to 

de-constrict him, followed through by airflow and a high tongue base. After labouring one 

particular phrase in his Vaughan-Williams song I finally worked out by the end that a 
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registration adjustment was necessary. When we employed a whingy whiny sound, coupled 

with a high soft palate, the voice sang more freely and negotiated a long high phrase with 

much greater ease. That was a significant moment for Jonathan who experienced a much 

easier production through that concept. We also discussed different approaches to breathing, 

reflecting on his previous teacher’s approach. I explained why it wasn’t physiologically 

sound to push out at the waistband. Jonathan understands that but is still caught up in 

concepts rather than basic physical principles. His general focus and level of discipline is still 

very poor. I have pointed out a few blunt truths to him which I feel is important for him to 

hear as a potential professional. 

Tim, baritone, postgraduate student (excerpt: Haydn’s Creation – bass solo) 

Tim had a satisfying lesson as he works now to a consistently high standard and has 

achieved a high level of independence. More like checking rather than teaching him. We 

worked through his solo in the upcoming Creation. Small adjustments to consonants or vowel 

shape. Maintaining a dynamic energy and source of inspiration for his singing is a challenge. 

He ‘dies’ somewhat or doesn’t commence phrases with enough authority. This can often only 

be effectively communicated by direct demonstration which I do.  

Sam, bass, 3rd year student (excerpt: Mozart’s The Abduction from the Seraglio – 

Osmin’s aria) 

Sam’s lesson involves a tricky balance between encouragement and discipline. He is 

never sufficiently prepared yet if I am too harsh he becomes defensive and uncooperative or 

self-pitying. To keep the lesson on an even keel, I need to find the right mix. As his exam 

nears, he is becoming increasingly tense and anxious as some of his repertoire is not ready. 

We worked today at keeping his sound forward and free and of taking the time for a relaxed 

intake of breath. We also worked on the interpretation of his aria in terms of characterisation 



252 
 

and performance. At one point when I required a more anchored, collared sound from Sam on 

a high note, he wasn’t following, then said “Wait a moment, I think I know what you mean” 

and then produced exactly the quality I was looking for. I asked him to explain what he 

understood I had asked him to do. He said something about feeling more cushioned so I 

stored that up for future use with him. Performing his piece and really taking time to engage 

with the text makes a huge difference in Sam’s performance and is really basic work 

however, Sam rarely gets to the stage of working in detail. 

Paul, tenor, 2nd year (excerpt: repertoire not noted in diary) 

Paul has a marvellously open and receptive attitude to learning which makes 

communication a breeze. However, his physical awareness continues to be poor and he 

frequently sings unengaged from the neck down. Today we continued with our articulator 

freeing exercises and with released tension particularly in the stomach wall. Paul expressed 

his concern that the tessitura of tenor is still too hard to sustain so he sang a couple of his 

pieces in the lower keys. He seemed much more comfortable and doesn’t constrict as much 

so it is probably worthwhile even if it isn’t permanent. We discussed what voice type change 

is about, what age, what he might be experiencing etc. I also explained to him that as a man 

in his twenties, this is not the same type of transitional use of a lower tessitura but rather a 

statement about where he is heading. He could sing probably quite well as a baritone, the 

tenor bit is starting to seem too much of a struggle. I was able to draw on the model of some 

very famous singers who changed up, late, and also to relay anecdotal evidence from 

previous colleagues in Germany who had gone through an experience similar to Paul’s. 
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Matthew, baritone, 3rd year student (excerpt: Mozart’s Cosi fan Tutte – Non siate 

ritrosi) 

Matthew’s lesson went reasonably well today although there was some evidence of 

slight regression since last week’s session. Overall, it was reassuring for him to consolidate 

aspects of his forthcoming exam program. He performed his short aria from Cosi fan Tutte 

and we focused mainly on aspects of presentation and characterisation. His lower body 

engagement and stability is rather poor, hence his carrying of tension higher in the chest and 

shoulders. The ascending phrases in this aria proved difficult to keep anchored down. 

However, he is such a receptive student and he tries so hard with seeming little despondency 

even when it isn’t working, that in the end something better comes out. We looked at two 

additional French songs which are possibilities for his program however some of the high 

phrases in these songs were causing him to constrict. As he is quick to blame himself, I take a 

strong, directed approach to his lesson to relinquish some of the responsibility from him to 

me. In that way, I am allowing him to shift his anxiety about not singing freely, to me. This is 

not what I do with every student, but it is necessary with high achievers like Matt and as a 

performer, I understand the need to share the burden of one’s insecurities and doubts, with an 

informed professional, someone who you trust to be honest and supportive. In some respects, 

his singing at the start of the lesson was freer than the end, which may suggest his eagerness 

to please or just that I put him off. 

Sally-Ann, soprano, 1st year student (excerpt: Fauré’s Song) 

Sally’s lesson involved some finalisation of her exam program but mainly centred 

around her singing of a French melodie by Fauré. She sang very well especially since she has 

been so ill, it actually sounded freer and as though some consolidation had taken place even 

though she had done little practice. This is an interesting phenomenon which I have 

experienced myself and noted in many students especially when they return after a long 
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break, such as the summer holidays. I tried to get her to stop scooping to notes like a pop 

singer and demonstrated what I was hearing as she was unaware that she was doing that. We 

also worked at establishing line and connection by way of a neutral noise, allowing dynamic 

variation to be incorporated through this sound. Sally is very receptive and her ear for 

languages is exceptional. At the end of her lesson she was pleased with herself and said 

something like “That was pretty good” which was nice to hear her congratulate herself. Her 

concept of singing is not fully realised therefore getting Sally to make a true singing sound 

takes a lot of pressing and demonstration. 

Jo, soprano, postgraduate student (excerpt: Gay’s The Beggar’s Opera – excerpts) 

Jo sang very well today and I thought her lesson had a good, positive feel to it. She 

performed extremely well in workshop, which preceded her lesson and because she received 

positive feedback there, her attitude in the lesson was extremely ‘up’. I was careful to 

continue this reinforcement, as it is important for performers to recognise improvement and 

achievement rather than constantly striving for the next goal. Jo sang through her extracts 

from The Beggar’s Opera and I threw little reminders at her re tongue position and also re 

tongue blade articulation. This is something I have learned through my interaction with 

speech path, Ron Morris. This is a common occurrence and I explained that it is something 

which I also do but am trying to overcome in my own practice. I demonstrated the common 

thrust forward of the jaw in articulation sh, s, zz, ch, etc and then the correct tongue position 

which allows the jaw to remain free. Jo had difficulty in achieving this posture at first but 

then was able to sustain it and although she admitted to hearing little difference herself, the 

change in tonal quality was significantly improved. We sang through other pieces from her 

program and discovered one aria which will require considerable attention and refinement. 

When singing undersupported, she was able to provide herself with the appropriate 
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kinaesthetic reminder and was able to check her level of engagement herself and adjust it. 

Developing independence and awareness in students is essential and I feel confident in 

instilling these practical methods into their learning experience just as they are a part of mine. 

Jo’s confidence has grown perceptibly in the past few weeks.  

Jonathan, baritone, postgraduate student (excerpt: repertoire not recorded in diary) 

This was Jonathan’s second lesson for the week. Although his initial attitude wasn’t 

positive which is pretty par for the course, by the end of the lesson, he was singing very well 

and there was a sense of satisfaction from him. Today’s lesson involved a lot of timing of 

repertoire and finalisation of exam recital program. I am hoping that by picking away at his 

technical deficiencies, some sort of adjustment will begin to occur at some level. Today we 

focused on maintaining head and neck alignment as Jonathan’s jaw juts forward as he 

breathes in. We used the concept of ‘ sending the sound down the nose’, a metaphor of Janice 

Chapman’s in helping to maintain length and stretch at the back of the neck especially when 

singing high. We also discussed the concept of one’s performance being approx six months 

behind where one is in the studio. That is also one of Janice’s ideas but I feel that it is an 

accurate time frame. Jonathan didn’t really take much comfort from that as our studies only 

commenced this semester (!), however, I am hoping to remove some of the unrealistic 

expectations which he has of himself in this forthcoming exam. I also did lots of hands-on 

checking and manipulating of support junctions today with Jonathan. Used myself as a 

kinaesthetic model for him-placed his hands at my waist and abdomen to demonstrate the 

type of continuous engagement required. His comes and goes a lot or doesn’t engage 

appropriately. This brought about some improvement and seemed to reassure him, although 

the change was not substantial. I felt okay about how his lesson went but am always more 

concerned with what he’s thinking and feeling. 
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James, tenor, postgraduate student (excerpt: Verdi’s Aida – excerpt) 

James’ lesson was once again focused on releasing articulator tension and finding 

appropriate engagement of the body. I instructed James to sing leaning against the wall with 

knees bent-kind of sitting against the wall. His support was much more dynamic and much 

stronger. This was difficult to achieve away from the wall but served as a helpful guide for 

him to use in his independent work. James complained at times today, of a slight stinging 

sensation in his throat. I assured him that this was muscular as I have experienced the exact 

feeling myself and feel confident that I can eradicate it. James however, suffers with acute 

tension and although there is improvement, it is inherent in his actual natural vocal character 

which is of greater concern. It is also a direct reflection of his personality traits and as he is a 

controlling, rigid character, it is actually requiring him to become someone else or at least 

pretend to. 

James’ freest singing today occurred at releasing the voice through noisy TH or 

singing the words commencing with th. The high notes in his Aida trio were much freer-

something he appeared to perceive both aurally and physically. 

Trevor, tenor, 2nd year student (excerpt: Mozart’s La Finta Giardiniera – Che beltà) 

Trevor’s technical work today centred around keeping his approach firmly anchored 

and structured to stop the occasional abrupt falsetto quality which results when there is too 

much constriction and not enough head and neck stability. Also dependent on his physical 

stance which tends to sway side to side. I nagged him about that today. Much more security 

coming into the voice now. Trevor sang a Mozart aria from his program. We worked 

extensively with the German text, separating consonants away and voicing them separately 

with full support-an exercise I learned through interaction with Ron Morris. This had a huge 

impact on the freedom and strength of his tone as well as textual meaning. We discussed the 



257 
 

character, how to shape and vary the piece in terms of phrasing and dynamics. I felt good 

about what he achieved and he seemed pleased too. 

Tim, baritone, postgraduate student (excerpt: Haydn’s Creation – bass solo) 

Tim’s second lesson for the week centred around his solo in the Creation, again. We 

worked only on recitatives as Tim had just come from a lengthy music call for another class 

and elected not to sing the arias today. We discussed many aspects of performance practice in 

oratorio, something which my direct and considerable experience allows me to confidently 

guide students in and gives them a perspective they otherwise wouldn’t have. We discussed 

posture for sitting and standing; looking out during the overture while marking one’s entrance 

with one’s finger. Standing in time so that the audience registers your presence and the fact 

you are about to sing; not looking at the score as you stand’; placing feet so that one can 

stand up easily and economically. We also discussed sitting while not singing, the importance 

of not flipping pages during someone else’s aria but rather marking the score for your next 

entrance and listening to the soloist without looking at them directly. Tim would like to use a 

folder which will stabilise his book. We also discussed the option in Haydn recitatives, for 

the singer to have some freedom with recitatives except for the final beat which must show 

the orchestra the desired tempo. We practised that in a few places and this allowed Tim more 

time for high notes and general meaning. We also discussed character in terms of recitative, 

being mindful of delivering the words with the intended emotional quality and responding to 

what has gone before, be it by the choir or other soloists. Other issues such as singing early or 

energising text more is often demonstrated as the most expedient way of showing a student. 

This knowledge or perspective would not be possible without performance experience. 
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Sam, bass-baritone, 3rd year student (excerpt: repertoire not noted in diary) 

Sam’s lesson finished positively and was really an extra session for us to finalise his 

exam. I thought it would go badly judging by his mood when he arrived but we managed to 

move through that and by the end he was very positive and confident with what he needed to 

achieve. We worked mainly in securing notes, rhythm and words however some production 

related issues were incorporated. Sam has a habit of letting vowel shapes fall backwards and 

overdarkening. He said today that he tries to remember two things which we have worked on: 

‘honest vowels’ and what he terms ‘singing on the cushion’ which refers to his concept of 

airflow and ‘collar’. This usually rectifies any constriction which Sam has however it is not 

his first instinct so needs lots of repetition and consolidation. 
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Appendix E: Reflections on self-observation of teaching  

Action Reflection 

Wishing to communicate the type of 

dynamic delivery essential to recitative in a 

particular oratorio, I sang a few phrases to 

communicate the externalised form of 

commitment and enunciation required for 

effective 

What does the performer/teacher 

offer in terms of musical modelling? 

How does their ‘aural library’ 

inform their contribution to the 

student learning experience? 

`In giving feedback to a student, I identified 

a lack of an organic feel to his music making 

ie that his piece was not ‘sung in’ to the 

body. His response was that he “needs to get 

inside the piece more” 

What is physical learning? How 

does the body learn to ‘sing’ a piece 

of music and why is this psycho-

physical approach so important for 

singers? What do performers 

understand by ‘getting inside’ a 

piece of music? 

A student lacks physical awareness and a 

concept of a free sound. In this case, the 

student appears to respond to direct imitation 

as opposed to modelling ie physical and 

musical imitation. 

What is the effect of imitation on 

independent learning? 

Dealing with student anxiety re failure to 

acquire freedom and stability in their 

singing. A student who works hard but 

battles recalcitrant tension and general 

physical and emotional rigidity. 

What does the performer bring to 

the teaching situation in dealing 

with student expectation? What does 

the performer understand re 

negotiating the balance between 

honesty and hurt? 

A first year student was too ill to sing in her 

lesson and in choosing new repertoire, I sang 

several pieces to her. Without studying her 

too closely, I perceived through her body 

language a sense of assurance and security, 

as though my singing had confirmed that she 

was in the hands of someone skilled, 

experienced and committed. 

How important is it to the student 

that their teacher inspires them as a 

singer? What does teacher 

credibility mean to a student? What 

type of learning takes place in 

hearing and observing their teacher 

in performance?  
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Action (Cont’d) Reflection (Cont’d) 

Explaining a particular exercise for baroque 

trilling, which was given to me by Emma 

Kirkby. 

How does the vocal pedagogue 

utilise their aural library in the 

transmission of knowledge? 

Working with a student with a strong choral 

background, which as ‘neutered’ his 

approach to singing. No kinaesthetic 

awareness or organic feel at all –try to 

convey sensation of physical awareness 

through gesture and connection to primal 

sound. 

What do performers know in terms 

of kinaesthetic awareness and how 

good are they at articulating it in a 

meaningful way to students? 

Work with a student who is always on the 

right wavelength. Often when I am uncertain 

that I have explained or demonstrated a 

concept clearly, his ability to integrate or 

perform the suggested task immediately and 

completely, demonstrates a deep level of 

understanding. His genuine delight at hearing 

and experiencing improvement during a 

lesson or during his independent work, is 

almost childlike in its joy and inspiration. 

What does it mean when a student 

‘gets’ it or ‘gets’ the teacher? What 

is the tacit exchange, which occurs 

when the student experiences an 

‘Aha! moment’? 

An advanced student now has such an 

established technical foundation and 

developed musical sensitivity and sensibility 

that our interaction largely consists of 

‘technical shorthand’ ie tweaking of 

technical applications within the context of 

repertoire. It is rarely necessary to revisit 

fundamental aspects of technique. 

How does language change in the 

process of moving from formative to 

advanced stages of learning? What 

are the implications for the 

teacher/student dynamic? Is the 

student sufficiently aware of this 

development to feel empowered by 

it? 

Student reflecting on a perceived sensation 

reports a vibration in the ‘chambers’ in the 

top of his head. Subsequently challenged for 

using mental imagery lacking a sound 

physiological basis. 

 

Why do singers have a fondness for 

‘old-fashioned’ metaphors? 
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Action (Cont’d) Reflection (Cont’d) 

Student reflecting on sensation of greater 

freedom in his singing says: “When I don’t 

do anything, the body just takes over itself.” 

This is true in the sense that when one 

provides the structure in which an activity 

may occur rather than ‘imposing’ something 

on the body, it takes place efficiently of its 

own accord. 

What do we understand about the 

way in which the body invariable 

chooses the most efficient way to 

perform a task, if left 

unencumbered? How do we 

facilitate that in the developing 

student? 

Use of the term ‘collar’ for example in 

teaching laryngeal stability and freedom of 

articulators. Alexander Technique image of 

‘hanging from the spine’ etc. 

What role does mental imagery play 

in bringing about technical change? 

Drawing on knowledge acquired through 

lessons and coachings-some of it is new 

understanding, some represent new 

perspectives on established beliefs. 

What is the contribution of 

continuous learning to the teacher’s 

‘arsonal’ or ‘library’? In what ways 

in the learning environment 

affected? 

Student enquiry regarding a realistic time 

frame for development. I referred to Janice 

Chapman’s adage that when a singer gets up 

to perform, they are generally six months 

behind their standard of work in the studio. 

A reference to confidence and self-belief as 

trailing actual progress. 

What is the time frame for a motor 

learned activity such as singing? 

What is the pedagogical basis for the 

widely held belief that when a singer 

gets up to perform, they are always 

six months behind where they are in 

the studio? Why does confidence 

trail?  

Mature aged student lacking in confidence 

and independence as a learner. Needs lots of 

modelling and simple language; use of direct 

knowledge and how it works in performance 

proves helpful to him. 

What type of practical knowledge 

does the experienced singer have? 

How does the experienced singer 

use knowledge gained from bad 

experiences as well as good, to 

inform and guide the student? 
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Student with recalcitrant articulator tension 

and rigid personality. Discussion of the 

feeling of vulnerability in relinquishing of 

‘control’.  

Why does a feeling of vulnerability 

frequently accompany the release of 

tension, especially articulator 

tension? 

`Action (Cont’d) Reflection (Cont’d) 

Student has a distorted aural perception of 

his own singing. Covering of ears to instil 

work from sensation base and kinaesthetic 

awareness. This is largely taught through 

physical modelling. 

What is the role of physical 

modelling in altering student’s aural 

perception? 

Assisting student in gaining kinaesthetic 

understanding by feeling physical activity as 

modelled by myself. 

What is the role of non-verbal 

communication in the transmission 

of knowledge in the singing studio? 

Kinaesthetic awareness is difficult to teach-

hope to instil awareness through a sense of 

‘transfer’ of sensation through physical 

modelling. 

What is kinaesthetic learning? Does 

physical modelling assist in this 

process? 
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Appendix 7: Reflections on video footage of lessons 

Personal response and observations 

Teaching style is direct, almost businesslike. I note a personalised approach with 

appropriate variation according to individual students, however the general efficacy and 

content of the lessons strikes me as being very structured and with clear objectives. I 

wouldn’t mind having me as a teacher! It’s almost as though I have invented my own teacher 

having struggled for so many years to find one. I perceive a somewhat driven desire to get the 

student functioning freely and on the right path. I am aware that although I am talking to the 

student, watching the student, listening, there is another agenda going on. I can see that I am 

thinking ‘around’ the student, choosing to direct the lesson in a particular way while making 

notes to myself of how next to proceed or what to keep in my head. There is a strong sense of 

control over the exchange between the student and myself; at times a conscious withholding 

of thought combined with information that is deemed appropriate and timely. I am aware 

however, of a sense of trust between teacher and student. 

There is a strong emphasis on technique, a direct and deliberate contrast to the style of 

teaching offered to me at their stage. While there is a strong technical focus, other roles are in 

what Chapman refers to as ‘soft focus’ in the background. 

Tacit exchange is a big feature of the lesson environment-through the eyes, through 

gesture and physical modelling, through a general sense of energy. I am aware that I am using 

my entire self as a tool to facilitate change. Chapman calls this the “H-factor: self as tool” 

(p.176) 

There is a definite persona which is a variation of my personality and is different to 

my performance persona. I appear to be an amalgamation of those teachers who have taught 

me. In particular, I see the character traits of Marlena Malas. Ironically, it was her 
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businesslike and almost impersonal approach that made me wilt like a flower and yet that is 

the aspect of my teaching which I feel is the most effective. 

This teaching persona is more confident than my stage persona. It is as though in my 

teaching I am projecting the type of performer I wanted to be ie knowledgeable, secure in my 

technique and confident in my ability. The vulnerability which accompanies performance and 

which must accompany performance is not really desirable in the teaching studio. Mills 

(2004) substantiates this observation in stating “An individual’s professional identity is a 

facet of what they present to the outside world: aspects of their musical identity and musician 

identity may remain private.” (p. 246) Although I have made significant advances in my own 

singing, my stage persona still carries aspects of the insecure singer who found herself 

floundering on the opera stage without a technique. I appear to be projecting an image which 

I hope to empower my students. The role of lifelong learner is evident in the way I refer to 

my own learning and my own practice. I try to serve as a model of life commitment which we 

make as singers.  

There is considerable non-verbal or low verbal communication in the ‘assessment’ 

phase of the lesson 

There is a type of physical distancing from the student which alternates between 

hands-on communication in dealing with aspects of kinaesthetic learning. The distancing 

however creates an awareness of boundaries which have been constructed whether 

consciously or unconsciously. 

My role changes according to student level moving from teacher to coach and I shift 

more into a coaching role when the accompanist enters the room. Other roles become 

apparent at various stages- teacher/performer, teacher/confidante. 

There is a lot of scope for exploration in the area of role-as defined by Janice 

Chapman (2006, p. 163-165) 
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I perceive a sense of professional partnership, especially with senior or more 

established students. The language has long been set up and we communicate in a type of 

‘shorthand’. 

I see myself serving as a mirror; providing physical, aural and musical models where 

appropriate in a bid to establish sound principles as opposed to imitation. At times, I appear 

to be consciously sending the student an energy or reversing roles so that they ‘teach’ me the 

music. 
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Appendix F: Sound files interviews with performer/teachers 

1. Andrew Dalton Interview 08.01.2009 

2. Anna Connolly Interview 25.05.2011 

3. Barry Ryan Interview 07.01.2009 

4. Greg Massingham Interview 03.07.2008 

5. Janice Chapman Interview 08.01.2006 

6. Joseph Ward Interview 25.01.2008 

7. Maree Ryan Interview 22.12.10 

8. Neil Semer Interview 07.04.2008 

9. Patricia Price Interview 30.01.2011 

10. Paul McMahon Interview 12.09.2008 

11. Rowena Cowley Interview 12.04.2008 

12. Stephen Grant Interview 05.01.2009 

13. Student Group Interview 06.03.08 

14. Student Group Interview 26.02.2008 
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Appendix G: Video footage excerpts selected lessons (Schindler) 

Schindler, 2016, VHS 1, Part 1 (00:09:00-20:00) Student:  James Lever 

Schindler, 2016, VHS 1, Part 1 (00:40:00-50:00) Student: Timothy Grantham 

Schindler, 2016, VHS 1, Part 2 (00:13:17-20:44) Student: Joanne Willans 

Schindler, 2016, VHS 2, Part 1 (00:37:00-43:00) Student: Jonathan Alley 

Schindler, 2016, VHS 2, Part 1 (01:02:00-01:12:27) Student: Trevor Pichanick 

Schindler, 2016, VHS 2, Part 3 (00:38:00-49:32) Student: Amanda Windred 


