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ABSTRACT 

Singing in treble choirs provides many unique benefits to adolescent 

participants, such as increased musical skill (Barrett & Zhukov, 2022a; Hylton, 1981; 

Shaw, 2022), the development of social skills (Damsgaard & Brinkman, 2022; 

Hallam, 2010), and greater self-awareness and identity formation (Damsgaard & 

Brinkman, 2022; Hylton, 1981; Papageorgi, 2022; Parker, 2014). Despite the many 

positive benefits, female, trans, and non-binary adolescents might experience gender 

bias and misogyny as a result of their treble choir membership. Furthermore, scholars 

have yet to deeply explore the relationship between adolescents’ perceptions of their 

own gender and their participation in treble choirs. Therefore, the purpose of this 

instrumental case study was to explore how singers interact with, explore, and 

understand their gender in one high school treble choir. In this study, I sought (a) to 

describe how participants viewed their treble choir experience, (b) to describe their 

values related to the treble choir and, (c) to explore how they interacted with, 

explored, and understood their gender in treble choir. After selecting one choir–The 

Girls Choir–to participate, I used criterion-based selection (Patton, 2015) to select four 

adolescent singers (ages 14-17) to serve as focus participants in the study. Data 

sources included individual and focus group interviews, observations, a researcher 

journal, and artifacts. Study results indicated that students perceived many benefits to 

their membership in The Girls Choir, such as belonging, development of individual 
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skills, pride in musical product, and unique opportunities. Furthermore, participants 

reported feeling comfortable exploring and experimenting with their gender identities 

in The Girls Choir. While more work is necessary to maximize inclusivity in treble 

choirs, this study has important implications gender identity exploration in treble 

choirs. 
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Chapter 1 

INTRODUCTION 

As a woman who has participated in choir all my life, I have wrestled with the 

implicit biases in the choral tradition. I have sung in both mixed voice ensembles and 

treble choirs and found joys and failures in both contexts. I recall my high school 

singing experience, where I spent a year in a freshmen women’s ensemble and another 

year in a more advanced women’s choir named “Junior Varsity.” Looking back, I 

know my director placed me in ensembles where I could grow, but as a teenager, I 

remember how it felt to sing in a choir that many considered secondary because it 

contained only women. I still enjoyed my time in high school choir, and it shaped who 

I am today, but upon critical reflection, I cannot help but notice the glaring 

disappointments. As I have gotten older, met more choristers, and sung in more choirs, 

I have encountered plenty of people who have had wonderful and uplifting 

experiences singing in treble choirs. I have found great comfort in the relationships 

and communities I have built with other treble singers, and I cannot help but feel a 

calling to cultivate supportive communities in future treble choirs.  

Participating in a choir often becomes a formative experience for members of 

the ensemble. Evidence suggests that choir can make up a critical part of a young 

person’s experience, leaving lasting impacts (Barrett & Zhukov, 2022; Chorus 

America, 2009; Hallam, 2010; Linneman et al., 2017). Millions of American children 

participate in choral singing inside and outside of school every year (Chorus America, 

2009). In schools, more female-identifying youth participate in choirs than any other 
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gender (Elpus, 2014). Yet, the choral field is not immune from gender bias. Notable 

feminist music education scholars have critiqued how gender bias permeates common 

choral practices (Howe, 1998; Koza, 1993a 1994; O’Toole, 1998, 2005). Historically, 

men have primarily shaped choral ensemble hierarchies, repertoire, and classroom 

management practices. Exclusionary and misogynistic practices do not only effect 

young women in choirs. Recently, many scholars have recently called choral educators 

to examine how their practices may exclude trans and gender expansive individuals 

(McBride & Palkki, 2020; McKiernan & McNickle, 2023; Palkki, 2017; Palkki & 

Caldwell, 2018). Despite a growing awareness of these misogynistic practices 

amongst choral leaders, addressing sexism and choral norms in classrooms across the 

US requires a systematic approach (Koza, 1993b; O’Toole, 1998).  

In the United States, treble choirs exist as a secondary ensemble to the mixed 

choir, due to the large number of women who participate in choirs compared to men 

(Elpus, 2014). When examining attitudes toward treble choirs, biases against girls and 

women who sing become especially clear. The treble choir most frequently falls to the 

bottom of choral ensemble hierarchies within choral programs (Koza, 1994). 

Furthermore, treble choirs face challenges in selecting meaningful repertoire, and in 

many cases, they do not receive the same respect as ensembles that include male-

identifying singers (Koza, 1994). Misogynistic practices in choir also affect boys, who 

often face scrutiny about their masculinity if they choose to participate (McBride & 

Palkki, 2020). Enforcing heteronormative, patriarchal values in choir also excludes 

gender expansive young people, who may reject binary gender norms altogether 

(McBride & Palkki, 2020; McKiernan, 2021; McKiernan & McNickle, 2023). 
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As an educator, I seek to better understand what makes a high school treble 

choir experience rewarding for singers. High school choir coincides with essential 

periods of social development for adolescents. Because adolescents yearn to align with 

social norms, high school choir can act as a formative experience that young people 

use to construct their ideas about gender and gender biases (Neff, 2007; Steensma et 

al., 2013). If choral educators exhibit complacency toward treble choirs during a 

student’s critical developmental adolescent years, they may allow—and 

unintentionally facilitate—the messaging that women are less valuable than their male 

peers, and that gender expansive people should leave their identities at the door. Thus, 

choir directors, as well as systemic choral norms and structures can often reinforce 

misogyny, the gender binary, and oppressive gender norms (Koza, 1994; Jackson, 

2010; McKiernan & McNickle, 2023; O’Toole, 1998; Palkki & Caldwell, 2018).  

Instead, choral directors should facilitate adolescent feelings of confidence and 

empowerment. Indeed, some researchers have found that—despite biased practices—

many young girls and women have enriching experiences in treble choirs (Bartolome, 

2013; Parker, 2018; Womack, 2009). Gender expansive individuals also report 

positive experiences in choirs (Fisher, 2020; Palkki, 2016). Alternatively, O’Toole 

(2005), a prominent feminist scholar, has called for a complete upheaval of established 

choral practices to address gender issues in choir. When considering the gendered 

nature of many hierarchical ensemble structures, systemic revaluation may be the best 

way to maximize the inclusion of gender expansive singers. 

As choral educators around the country continue to evaluate the function and 

purpose of gendered ensembles, many have examined the ways treble choirs can 

become more gender inclusive (McKiernan, 2021; McKiernan & McNickle, 2023). 
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Through this study, I recognized the need to clarify terms related to treble singing, 

gender in choir, and gender expansive individuals. The next section of the introduction 

evaluates the current and historical usage of terminology and explains the specific 

terms used in this study going forward.  

Terminology 

Historically, people working in the choral field have embraced gendered 

terminology and practices. For instance, common ensemble types such as men’s choirs 

and women’s choirs, enforce the gender binary. Further, given that choirs are not 

exempt from societal norms including gendered language and norms of behavior, 

choir directors may unintentionally enforce the gender binary or harmful gender biases 

(Palkki, 2017, 2018). 

As choirs around the country take steps towards inclusivity, choral educators 

and singers must understand how commonly used language can imply gender biases. 

To analyze how choral educators use terminology related to treble choirs, I consulted 

contemporary choral methods texts (Freer, 2009; Jordan, 2009; Scheibe, 2017), online 

resources for professionals (ACDA, 2024; J.W. Pepper, 2024), a recent survey of 

choral methods texts (McBride & Palkki, 2020), and select related literature 

(Bartolome, 2012; Conway, 2020; Parker, 2018; Wilson, 2012; Womack, 2009). 

Throughout these sources, scholars used varying terminology to refer to choirs and 

students in choirs.  

McBride and Palkki (2020) posited that music educators are beginning 

discourse that moves away from the gender binary. However, such developments are 

recent, and many contemporary choral methods texts still equate voice parts to gender. 

For instance, Freer (2009) used language such as “male and female choirs,” a binary 
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way to refer to gender. When Jordan (2007) first mentioned treble choirs in his book, 

he included gender neutral language. However, when outlining suggestions for “choirs 

with fewer men,” Jordan (2007) referred to sopranos and altos as female, and tenors 

and bases as male. Similarly, Gackle (2017) outlined methods to cultivate desirable 

tone qualities in “female voices,” referring to sopranos and altos. The language used in 

Jordan (2007) and Gackle (2017) seem to imply that only females can be sopranos or 

altos, and all female students will sing either soprano or alto parts. This association 

between gender and voice parts does not account for gender expansive, trans, or 

female-identifying singers with unique voice types. In their comprehensive analysis of 

choral methods texts from 2008 to 2018, McBride and Palkki (2020) affirmed that 

many texts continue to use gendered, heteronormative language. However, unlike 

older analyses of choral methods texts (Koza, 1993a), McBride and Palkki (2020) 

acknowledged that some choral methods texts contain more language that is affirming 

of LGBTQ+ people and feminist ideologies (McBride & Palkki, 2020). The 

researchers attribute this change to many in the profession who have begun “grappling 

with significant changes to gendered structures” (McBride & Palkki, 2020, p. 415). 

The American Choral Directors Association (ACDA) serves as one of the most 

important professional organizations for choral educators, and often sets precedents 

for inclusive practices for its membership. On ACDA’s online repertoire page, where 

the organization provides a list of suggested repertoires for various choir types, they 

use gender neutral language to describe choir types (ACDA, 2024). The “treble” label 

refers to choirs made of sopranos and altos, “tenor-bass” refers to choirs with tenors 

and basses. “Advancing choirs” refers to choirs that contain sopranos, altos, tenors, 

and basses (ACDA, 2024). ACDA does not explain the term “advancing” on their 
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website. Though ACDA appears to have attempted thoughtful language updates, the 

term “advancing” applying to mixed choirs still seems to imply a preference for mixed 

ensembles, and may inadequately address biased choral hierarchies. ACDA also 

specifically mentions gender identity and expression in their diversity statement. On a 

popular music publishing website, J.W. Pepper, browsable categories for choral music 

include “treble,” “tenor-bass,” “mixed choir,” or “SATB” and other acronyms for 

voice parts (J.W. Pepper, 2024). Though the publisher does not clarify if “mixed 

choir” implies mixed gender or mixed voice parts, they seem to have moved away 

from language such as women’s choir or men’s choir. 

Though choral educators may be making strides toward more inclusive 

language, such changes are new. Therefore, much of the relevant research included in 

the literature review studied choirs that used gendered inclusion policies, gendered 

labels, or focused only on women and girls. In this study, I adopted an intersectional 

approach to feminist issues, with the intention of fostering greater inclusivity in the 

future. In accordance with my conceptual lens, detailed in greater depth in chapter 

three, I worked to adopt gender-neutral language throughout this study, avoiding 

equating treble choirs with only females, girls, and women. I will now provide 

definitions for several terms used throughout the study. The list of terminology below 

is not an exhaustive list. While I have included relevant terms that are later used by 

participants to describe themselves, I acknowledge that many more gender identities 

and sexualities may exist.  

Bisexual. Bisexual people feel attraction to people of the same and different 

genders than their own. This attraction can be emotional, romantic, and/or sexual 

(National Institute of Health, 2024). 
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Cisgender. Cisgender, or cis, refers to people whose gender identity is 

congruent with their sex assigned at birth (National Institute of Health, 2024). 

Gender. The term gender refers to an individual’s experience and ideas about 

their own socially constructed identity. Gender is influenced by societal norms of 

behavior and expression as “masculine” or “feminine.” A person’s gender may or may 

not correlate to their biological sex (Palkki, 2017; World Health Organization, 2024)  

Gender binary. The gender binary refers to the assumption that “all people are 

either male (men) or female (women)” (Palkki, 2017, p. 23). The gender binary does 

not account for people who identify as any genders other than male or female. 

Gender expression. Gender expression refers to how one outwardly displays 

their gender, including through one’s choice of clothing, speech, or other mannerisms 

(Palkki, 2016). 

Gender expansive, nonbinary, genderqueer. These terms refer to “a 

spectrum of gender identities and expressions that are not exclusively feminine or 

masculine” and do not adhere to the gender binary (McKiernan, 2021). 

Heterosexual, straight. Heterosexual people feel emotional, romantic, or 

sexual attraction to the opposite sex. Heterosexual and straight could be used 

interchangeably (American Psychological Association, 2023). 

Heteronormativity. Heteronormativity refers to the presumption that all 

people are heterosexual and gender normative. Heteronormativity also references the 

privileging of heterosexual and gender conforming identities (Pollitt et al., 2019). 

Nonbinary. Nonbinary people are members of the trans community, and 

identify outside the gender binary (National Institute of Health, 2024). 
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Queer. Queer is a term that is embraced by some people who feel do not 

identify as heterosexual and/or do not identify as a binary gender (National Institute of 

Health, 2024). The term queer–historically a slur–has a complicated history (Sayers, 

2005). In general, only those who identify as queer should use the term (National 

Institute of Health, 2024). Participants in this study used the term queer openly, using 

the word both to refer to their own sexuality and gender. 

Sex. A biological construct related to anatomy, physiology, genetics and 

hormones. Often categorized as “male” or “female,” and assigned at birth (National 

Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2022). 

Sexual orientation, sexuality. Sexual orientation “describes sexual attraction, 

behavior, and identity” (National Institute of Health, 2024). Sexuality encompasses all 

facets of sexual behavior and can include gender identity and sexual orientation 

(American Psychological Association, 2018). 

Single-gender ensembles, girls’ choirs, and women’s choirs. A girls’ choir 

or women’s choir refers to a choir in which women or girls can enroll. Single-gender 

ensembles are ensembles that are open to one gender: typically either men or women. 

Much existing research on misogyny in the choral field specifically focused on the 

experiences of girls and women (Bartolome, 2012; Conway, 2020; Parker, 2018; 

Wilson, 2012; Womack, 2009). When referring to choirs included in such research, I 

use whatever term the researcher used in their study.  

Transgender. This term refers to an individual whose gender is incongruent 

with their sex that was assigned at birth (Palkki, 2016). 

Treble choir. A treble choir is a choir of soprano and alto voices (ACDA, 

2024). Historically, some scholars have used this term interchangeably with girls’ 
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choirs and women’s choirs. However, many treble choirs welcome participants of all 

genders.  

Purpose 

Through this study, I hoped to uplift the voices of young people who have had 

positive experiences in singing communities, particularly in treble choirs. By learning 

more about the stories of young women and non-binary singers in treble choirs, I 

sought to provide myself and others with tools to teach inclusive and welcoming 

ensembles. Furthermore, I felt compelled to conduct this study by feminist researchers 

who wrote that challenging assumptions begins with listening and faithfully retelling 

the stories of marginalized people (Brown & Gilligan, 1992). Additionally, I hoped to 

better understand the ways treble choirs can be inclusive and begin to ascertain how 

treble ensembles can adapt to expanded views of gender. To contribute to knowledge 

about the diverse nature of the choral experience of girls, women, and gender 

expansive people, I sought to understand more about their lived experiences in treble 

choirs. Therefore, the purpose of this instrumental case study was to explore how 

singers interact with, explore, and understand their gender in a high school treble 

choir. The guiding research problems were:  

1. To describe how high school singers viewed their treble choir experience; 

2. To describe their values related to the treble choir; and 

3. To explore how they interacted with, explored, and understood their gender 

in their treble choir. 
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Chapter 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

In this chapter I present literature related to my topic of study. Literature 

reviews are necessary to contextualize, summarize, and critique relevant ideas and 

topics in the literature (Merriam, 1998). This literature review will describe processes 

of gender identity formation, identify general benefits of choral participation, briefly 

discuss women in music history of the United States, and provide details about the 

treble choir experience including elaborating on challenges that treble choirs may face, 

and discuss identity exploration in choral settings.  

The Benefits of Choral Participation 

Choral ensemble singing exists as a significant part of American life, with 

millions of adults and children participating in choirs each year (Chorus America, 

2009). People participate in choirs for innumerable reasons. Choral singing during 

adolescence can provide many benefits, including positive influences on (a) the 

development of musical and academic skills (Adderly et al., 2003; Barrett & Zhukov, 

2022a; Chorus America, 2009; Hylton, 1981; Shaw, 2022), (b) mental health and 

emotional processing (Beck et al., 2000; Clift et al., 2001; Damsgaard & Brinkman, 

2022; Linnemann et al., 2017; Unwin et al., 2002), (c) the development of social skills 

(Damsgaard & Brinkman, 2022; Hallam, 2010), (d) feeling a sense of community and 

belonging (Adderly et al., 2003; Allen, 2022; Barrett & Zhukov, 2022a; Hylton, 1981; 
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Morrison, 2001; Parker, 2010, 2016), and (e) self-awareness and identity formation 

(Damsgaard & Brinkmann, 2022; Hylton, 1981; Papageorgi, 2022; Parker, 2014). 

Singing in a choir contributes to individuals developing musical skills. Singing 

in a choir that is excellent (i.e., motivates singers to achieve high standards) can 

comprise a critical piece of a child’s musical development (Barrett & Zhukov, 2022a). 

Furthermore, continued choral participation in choir over a period of years allows for 

musical development while also enhancing one’s personal growth (Barrett & Zhukov, 

2022a). Hylton (1981) surveyed high school students who described their school 

choirs as beneficial to their musical development. Participants attributed specific 

musical benefits such as ear training, music appreciation, and singing harmony to their 

choir participation. Adderley et al.’s (2003) results supported these findings; several 

high school music ensemble participants felt musically prepared for future careers as 

musicians because of their ensemble participation.  

In addition to musical benefits, some researchers have claimed academic 

benefits as well. For instance, in Adderley et al.’s (2003) study, participants reported 

that ensemble participation taught them useful skills (e.g., time management, self-

discipline) that supported their academic endeavors. Similarly, after surveying parents 

of children participating in choirs, Chorus America (2009) participants reported that 

choir correlated to increased academic performance. While these findings do not 

indicate causation, many parents may enroll children in choirs because of the notion 

that choral participation might lead to increased academic success (Chorus America, 

2009). 

Additionally, choral participation can have a positive impact on mental health. 

For instance, several researchers have reported that singing in a group improved one’s 
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mood and lower stress levels (Clift et al., 2001; Linnemann et al., 2017; Unwin et al., 

2002). Beck et al. (2000) studied immune responses in professional choristers, and 

found a correlation between singing and lowered cortisol, a brain chemical that 

increases with stress. This correlation suggests that singing may improve mood and 

reduce stress (Beck et al., 2000). Similarly, Clift et al (2001) noted that singers often 

value the emotional outlet provided by singing in choir, reporting decreased feelings 

of stress when singing. Damsgaard and Brinkman (2022) studied the social-emotional 

impacts of music for adult singers and determined that choral singing aided 

participants in emotional processing, provided opportunities to interpret text meaning 

and sing more thoughtfully, and thus allowed singers to reach greater depths of insight 

and knowledge about themselves. Notably, by studying the meanings of choral pieces, 

singers reported a better comprehension of their own emotions (Damsgaard & 

Brinkman, 2022).  

Singing in choirs also aids singers in developing social skills. Hallam (2010) 

found that students developed vital social skills when they had positive musical 

experiences in choir. In a study of adult choir singers, Damsgaard and Brinkman 

(2022) described singers forming strong connections to others in choir because “the 

singing process seems to evoke presence . . . [and leads to] . . . awareness [of] 

relational aspects and solidarity” (p. 1134). Further, practices like making eye contact 

or listening to others’ voices while singing helped people become more aware of their 

relational selves (e.g. how one relates to others), potentially aiding in the formation of 

social bonds (Damsgaard & Brinkman, 2022). 

Feeling socially connected may also contribute to students’ overall sense of 

community and belonging (Allen, 2022; Barrett & Zhukov, 2022a; Parker, 2010). 
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When students participate in a choir, they join a social group (Hylton, 1981). Children 

and adolescents often place immense value in the social benefits of choral 

participation; as children develop and grow, choral ensembles may allow for “practice 

and experience” in social interactions (Adderley et al., 2003, p. 200). In an analysis of 

school ensemble cultures, Morrison (2001) reported that community and school 

ensembles can be particularly strong because students often develop a sense of shared 

ownership of the ensemble and its products. Parker (2010) explored feelings of 

belonging in an adolescent choir and identified several characteristics of the high 

school choral experience that enhance belonging. Emergent themes included choral 

experience as elected and competitive, sectional bonding as social bonding, singing as 

a shared experience, choir as a safe space, and trip as a pivotal bonding experience. In 

a later study, Parker (2016) explored how directors purposefully fostered community 

in their choral ensembles. By emphasizing community in their choirs, the directors 

worked to enhance belonging amongst students (e.g., intentional bonding experiences 

to integrate new students). Parker (2010, 2016) indicated that choral ensembles can act 

as unique spaces for belonging and community because they provide shared 

experiences, a safe space, and pivotal bonding experiences for students. 

Choir can also contribute to an individual’s development of self-awareness and 

identity. For instance, several researchers have attributed enhanced self-awareness and 

self-esteem in students to their choral experiences (Damsgaard & Brinkman, 2022; 

Hylton, 1981; Papageorgi et al., 2022). Papageorgi et al. (2022) found that singing in 

high-quality programs improved students’ self-esteem and contributed positively to 

their overall sense of self. Hylton (1981) studied high school students and similarly 

found that choir offered a means of exploring one’s identity and learning more about 
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oneself, suggesting that musical experiences may contribute to enhanced self-concept 

and self-worth. Furthermore, Parker (2014) proposed that choral participation also 

aided in social identity formation (i.e., feeling a part of a social group). Clearly, choir 

can contribute to multiple facets of how one perceives their own identity as well as 

their role within society or a social group.  

Participating in choir can provide students with increased musical skills 

(Adderly et al., 2003; Barrett & Zhukov, 2022a; Hylton, 1981) aid in academic 

performance (Adderly et al., 2003; Chorus America, 2009; Shaw, 20220, improve 

mental health (Beck et al., 2000; Clift et al., 2001; Damsgaard & Brinkman, 2022; 

Linneman et al., 2017; Unwin et al., 2022), develop social skills (Damsgaard & 

Brinkman, 2022; Hallam, 2010), enhance feelings of belonging for students (Adderly 

et al., 2003; Allen, 2022; Barret & Zhukov, 2022a; Hylton, 1981; Morrison 2001; 

Parker, 2010, 2016), and contribute to overall self-awareness and identity formation 

(Damsgaard & Brinkman, 2022; Hylton, 1981; Papageorgi, 2022; Parker, 2014). In 

addition, researchers have also explored the relationship between gender identity and 

choral singing, as well as choral singing and female vocal identity, which I present 

later in the literature review. To establish a foundation for understanding the literature 

related to gender and singing, I first explore how children and adolescents’ gender 

identities develop. 

Gender Identity Formation and Gender Bias 

Gender identity formation begins at a young age; children can become aware 

of their gender and the expectations and norms associated with gender (i.e., boys and 

girls) as early as age three or four (Reimagine Gender, 2023). Though gender 

socialization often begins at birth, scholars refer to adolescence as a pivotal period for 
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an individual’s understanding of gender and gender norms (John et al., 2017, p. 1). As 

adolescents seek to reinforce their existing ideas about gender and gender norms, 

participation in social groups play an important role in gender socialization (John et 

al., 2017). Gender intensification, or increased pressure to adhere to gender roles, can 

occur in adolescence (Priess et al., 2009). Additionally, puberty impacts the 

development of young people's gender identity (Priess et al., 2009; Steensma et al., 

2013). 

For gender expansive young people who experience gender dysphoria (feeling 

incongruence with one’s sex assigned at birth) adolescence can be especially fraught 

(Kaltaila-Heino et al., 2018). Puberty may lead to the development of sex 

characteristics that the children themselves consider undesirable, and though common 

practice dictates use of hormonal treatments for dysphoric individuals could begin 

around age twelve, distress resulting from physical and hormonal changes can result in 

mental health concerns (Kaltaila-Heino et al., 2018). Though adolescents with gender 

dysphoria often experience difficulties during adolescence, they may also feel secure 

in their identity because of the amount of time they have self-reflected on their own 

identity (Karvonen et al., 2022). Regardless, social pressures, hormonal changes, and 

bullying in adolescence complicate the experiences of gender expansive young people 

(Kaltaila-Heino et al., 2018; Karvonen et al., 2022).  

During adolescence, young people may develop a stronger understanding of 

gender bias and feelings about gender equality. While gender discrimination can begin 

as early as preschool (Martin & Ruble, 2010), younger children are less explicitly 

aware of gender inequality (Neff et al., 2007). However, as children age, they are 

increasingly exposed to social constructs that pressure boys to “prove themselves and 
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dominate women” and reinforce to girls the idea that they should “[prioritize their] 

sexual and reproductive capacity at the expense of education, agency, and capabilities” 

(Greene & Patton, 2020, p. 1). These societal pressures can increase during 

adolescence, a vulnerable period of mental health and maturation (Kessler et al., 

2007). This could be attributed to increased opportunities for adolescents to socialize 

with students who align with their gender, thus enforcing their understandings of 

gender (Bauermeister et al., 2017; Davies, 2019; Pascoe, 2012). For instance, in high 

schools–institutions that socialize students–adolescents experience social pressure to 

perform or express one’s gender. The social pressure a student experiences in these 

institutions greatly influences adolescents’ understandings of their own gender 

(Pascoe, 2012). These gender norms adopted and internalized in adolescence can 

augment social inequities and create biased patterns of behavior that remain through 

adulthood (Greene & Patton, 2020). 

Because schools are historically places of binary gender expression, schools 

can become especially enervating environments for gender expansive young people 

(Skelton, 2022). Adolescence can be a time of increased gender policing 

(Bauermesiter et al., 2017), and schools are fraught with gender enforcement, which 

can negatively impact young people attempting to explore their own gender identity 

(Davies et al., 2019). Further, the increase in anti-transgender laws in the United States 

that specifically target trans and gender expansive students in schools make 

educational institutions increasingly hostile places for young people navigating non-

normative genders (Alfonesca, 2023; Difilippo, 2023; Funakoshi & Raychaudhurri, 

2023; Schoenbaum & Murphy, 2023; Tadayon, 2021).  
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Despite varying pressures to conform to gender norms, an increasing 

percentage of high school aged people identify as gender diverse (Hammack et al., 

2021; Kidd et al., 2021). Furthermore, as new research about gender expansive 

individuals increases, understandings of gender identity become more nuanced 

(Kaltiala-Hieno et al., 2018; Karvonen et al., 2022). Because adolescence represents a 

pivotal point in forming ideas and awareness of gender, one can not underestimate the 

importance of studying experiences in which adolescents explicitly confront their own 

gender identity, including in choirs. 

Choral Singing and Gender 

The history of choral music has long been organized around the contributions, 

achievements, and perspectives of cisgender men (Howe, 1998). Because cis men 

historically held more power in society, they have shaped the value systems imposed 

upon music (O’Toole, 2005). Though some scholars claim that women (as compared 

to men) do not fit as succinctly into the canonical structure, choral teachers and 

adolescents should acknowledge that women made significant musical contributions 

throughout musical history (Howe, 1998). Honoring the contributions of women to the 

choral field may prove especially important when considering that the majority of 

students who participate in choir identify as female (Elpus, 2014). Also, understanding 

how women have been historically included and not centered can shape teachers’ and 

scholars’ understandings of how students understand their own identities in choir.  

Choral singing in America began with the first New England settlers, who used 

singing to express their faith (Alwes, 2016). While women may have participated in 

singing during religious worship of early America, women did not regularly sing in 

public spaces (Gates, 1989; Jones, 1976). Unlike in Europe where boys served as 
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treble voices (negating the need for women to participate in choirs), women in 

America began participating in choral activities as organized musical performances 

rose in popularity (Gates, 1989). For example, American oratorio performances by 

singing societies in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries included women 

(Jones, 1976). Howe (1998) noted that women have been involved in teaching music 

in America for a long time, and in 1910, 66% of American music educators were 

women. Women, such as Clara Baur – founder of the Cincinnati Conservatory of 

Music–established music schools as early as 1867. In the twentieth century, women 

were active music teachers at all levels and even wrote music education textbooks.  

Even so, women are typically not centered in the dominant narrative of choral 

activity in America. Alwes (2016) authored a widely used choral repertoire text that 

included the historical context of choral singing in America. In the chapter dedicated 

to detailing the development of choral music and the education of choral composers in 

America (starting with the first New England School and ending with Ned Rorem), 

Alwes mentioned only a few women. Notably, none of the women mentioned were 

discussed as prominently as the men. In his work, Alwes reported information on the 

choral canon as most scholars understand it; in other words, he reported on the 

dominant narrative related to choral music in America. Alwes’ (2016) work suggest 

that men have had significantly more power and influence in shaping American choral 

scholars’ understandings of the choral canon, choral hierarchies, and other norms 

related to typical choral practices. 

In Howe’s (1998) feminist reconstruction of the history of music education, the 

scholar outlined dominant understandings of music education history. Howe (1998) 

explained that the dominant narrative in America has historically centered both the 
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contributions of male leaders and Western Art Music. Howe asserted the need to 

examine marginalized perspectives related to music history and music teaching and 

emphasized the importance of challenging the canon. In her analysis, Howe pointed 

out the difficulty of fitting women and their accomplishments into the “neat 

chronology…[of] musical educational developments of major institutions,” because 

women who were taught or supervised by men were often rendered invisible (p. 101). 

Constructing a detailed history of women’s role in choral history proves difficult 

(O’Toole, 2005; Howe, 1998). Nevertheless, evidence exists that women have played 

a part in American choral history, past and present (Gates, 1989; Jones, 1976; Howe, 

1998). Though 70% of high school choral students are female-identifying (Elpus, 

2014), much work remains in decentering men in the field while elevating the 

contributions of female conductors, scholars, and choirs (such as treble choirs) that 

welcome mostly female-identifying students. 

Experiences in Treble Choirs 

Treble choirs have traditionally been thought of as “single gender” ensembles, 

and most existing research on treble singing focuses on choirs explicitly or implied to 

be “women’s choirs” or “girls’ choirs” (Bartolome, 2013; Conway, 2020; McKiernan, 

2021; Parker, 2018; Womack, 2009). As outlined earlier in this literature review, 

scholars have identified many benefits to singing in choirs of all types. Over time, 

scholars have specifically sought to identify benefits of treble singing. Conway (2020) 

surveyed the members of a women’s choir to better understand their feelings about 

their choir and women’s choirs in general. Conway (2020) found that young women in 

treble choirs had positive experiences and that participants “enjoy[ed] opportunities to 

make music: . . . learning and growing and getting to know fellow [choir] members” 
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(p. 121). Singers in the women’s choir also felt pride in their choir experience; a 

similar study conducted by Wilson (2012) supported these findings. In an 

ethnographic study, Bartolome (2013) interviewed adolescent choristers to explore 

their perceived benefits of participating in the Seattle Girls’ Choir. Participants 

identified several important benefits, such as a sense of belonging, participating in a 

shared experience, having an emotional outlet, and having an opportunity to connect 

with their community in new ways. Participants also identified empowerment as a 

critical part of their experience.  

Additionally, some women appreciate and find meaning in singing in explicitly 

feminist spaces. Womack (2009) chronicled a North Carolina women’s chorus that 

identified as “a feminist chorus with the primary mission of performing music that 

celebrates women’s lives” (p. 53). To achieve their feminist mission, the choir 

members often changed lyrics to songs to make their performances feel more 

meaningful and personal. As a result of the feminist practices, members placed 

significant meaning in the “emotional sustenance and safe haven [of their choir]” (p. 

104). Though many choirs work to propel feminist causes in treble choirs (Womack, 

2009) and many people enjoy treble singing experiences (Bartolome, 2012; Conway, 

2020; Parker, 2018; Wilson, 2012), people participating in treble choirs may face 

biases related to gender and misogyny.  

Gender Issues and Misogyny 

Many scholars consider singing in choir a remarkably gendered activity 

(Nannen, 2017; Palkki, 2015, 2017). Especially in schools, choral music in the United 

States include gendered practices, such as ensembles names, uniforms, and normative 

lyrics or messaging in music (Palkki, 2017). Additionally, many people view choral 
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singing as a feminine activity, even ranking singing as a more feminine discipline of 

music than playing instruments (Harrison, 2007, 2010; Manovski, 2013; Nannen, 

2017; Palkki, 2015). The ways gender norms have saturated choral practices impact 

people of all gender identities. Gender biases in the choral classroom have been well-

studied. Influential feminist scholars include Patricia O’Toole (1998) and Julia Eklund 

Koza (1994), whose works critiquing choral methods texts provide the basis of the 

subsequent section. In their critical analyses, O’Toole (1998) and Koza (1994) 

identified multiple factors that undermine women and girls in choir such as (a) 

availability and subject matter, (b) existing hierarchical structures, (c) vocal range and 

tone quality disparities, and (d) attention received during rehearsals in which multiple 

genders are present.  

The lack of diverse treble choir repertoire exists as a prominent issue in the 

choral field. Koza (1994) explained that historical power dynamics influenced the 

choral canon and that the dominant beliefs in the choral profession about what 

constitutes the “best” choral music are centered around masculinity (p. 5). The 

historical capital of the male perspective led to a Eurocentric and mostly male-

composed canon that implies negative messages about the value of music composed 

by and for women. Furthermore, gendered subject matters and sexist/misogynistic 

lyrics permeate the canon of choral repertoire. O’Toole (1998) lamented how the 

gender stereotyping in text and subject matter of treble choral repertoire reinforces 

harmful stereotypes about women. For example, tenor/bass ensembles explore an 

abundance of songs about “manly things, such as wars and drinking” while treble 

ensembles choose from avaible repertoire about “womanly things, such as marriage 

and the home” (O’Toole, 1998, p. 16). O’Toole (1998) warned that teachers consider 



 22 

songs with more subtle messaging as an equal concern. Each of the aforementioned 

factors create difficult circumstances for teachers when selecting meaningful treble 

repertoire for their ensembles. While some educators purposefully avoid blatantly 

sexist repertoire and seek to program pieces written by and for women, overall 

programming decisions for treble choirs continue to lack balance (Hoch & Lister, 

2019; Wahl, 2009). As both Koza (1994) and O’Toole (1998) acknowledged, a readily 

available collection of music that is both sufficiently difficult and diverse in subject 

matter requires continued diligence from choral educators and musicians (Estes, 2013; 

Koza, 1994; O’Toole, 1998).  

The choral ensemble hierarchy is another component of the choral experience 

that invites gender bias. The choral ensemble hierarchy refers to a “prestige hierarchy” 

in which a mixed ensemble is situated as the most advanced choir, with the treble 

ensemble “deemed less capable” (Koza, 1994, p. 73). This structure often stems from 

a lack of bass and tenor voices, which creates a need for a treble-only ensemble to 

include all those who want to join choir, without sacrificing balance of sound (Koza, 

1994; O’Toole, 1998; Palkki, 2015). The difficulties in recruiting and retaining young 

boys in school choirs poses challenges for directors and may be rooted in misogyny 

(Palkki, 2015). Palkki (2015) explained that because society perceives singing as 

feminine, young boys are discouraged from joining choirs. Some boys even reported 

harassment in schools because of their choral participation (Harrison, 2007, 2010; 

Manovski, 2013). Especially in adolescence, which poses formidable challenges such 

as puberty, intensified social pressures, and uncertain power dynamics between adults, 

boys are hyper-aware of the masculine ideal. If boys garner power by behaving in 

“opposition to femininity” (Palkki, 2015, p. 26) and singing exists as a feminine 
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behavior, then a lack of boys in choir may be a consequence of misogynistic societal 

norms.  

While the problem of hierarchy may stem from issues of logistics, scholars 

O’Toole (1998) and Koza (1994) warned that consistent valuation of treble choirs as 

subordinate ensembles creates a pattern of double standards in audition requirements 

and leads to the devaluation of the female voice. Additionally, some educators warn 

that the prestige hierarchy may lead young women to conclude that “they are only 

valuable as singers when they are singing with men” (Jackson, 2010, p. 2). Similarly, 

Wilson (2012) surveyed female singers to better understand their attitudes and 

preferences toward treble singing and found that often those not chosen for the top 

mixed ensemble felt they were viewed as “second place” (p. 10). Likewise, in a study 

by Conway (2020), many female singers felt that their women’s choir experience was 

“worthwhile,” (p. 111) but also noted that the women’s choir at their institution was 

not as respected as the mixed choir. Gauthier (2005) reported that 90% of female 

participants preferred singing in a mixed choir, citing mixed ensembles as more 

respected and expressing a desire to sing with men because it brings aural depth to the 

choral sound. The cognitive dissonance young female singers seem to have about the 

value of their treble singing experiences further demonstrates that bias still exists in 

the choral world. Whether or not individual musicians doubt their abilities, messaging 

about treble singing promotes misogynistic attitudes about the value of women’s 

singing.  

The choral hierarchy may also be upheld by choral directors’ and music 

educators’ perceptions of treble ensembles. Some researchers and educators posit that 

“single-gender” choirs benefit student behavior and increase ease of teaching vocal 
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technique (Carp, 2004, p. 1). Nevertheless, teachers often view boys’ and girls’ choirs 

as training grounds for “mixed” ensembles (Carp, 2004). This, coupled with the 

pervasiveness of female-identifying students in choir, means it is more likely that 

female-identifying students will sing for a more extended time in the training choir 

than their male counterparts.  

The ensemble hierarchy can reinforce the narrative that the masculine voice is 

more desirable. O’Toole (1998) wrote that the hierarchy may also be influenced by 

listener distaste for women’s vocal timbre, which some women likely internalize. 

Additionally, historical factors reinforce a more masculine tone quality as the ideal. 

These include the exclusion of women from singing in early periods of history and the 

esteem of the boy choir tradition of England, which have both influenced modern 

ideas about performance practices (Koza, 1994). Koza (1994) analyzed choral 

methods texts and found that because women were historically excluded from choral 

singing, the unchanged male voice has historically functioned as a timbrel standard for 

girls and women. In summary, many listeners may attribute more value to women’s 

voices when paired with men or when they sound more like boys (Koza, 1994; 

O’Toole, 1998). Findings from later studies reinforce that female singers can 

internalize a preference for choirs with bass voices (Wilson, 2012).  

Gender inequity in classroom behavior expectations seems to persist, 

permeating the choral classroom. O’Toole (1998) asserted that because fewer boys 

participate in choir, they frequently “expect to be the center of attention because they 

realize they are a rare commodity” (p. 22). This sometimes leads to more disruptive 

behavior patterns that require specific and focused attention from a director. At the 

same time, directors frequently expect girls to maintain a more disciplined and focused 
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attitude in a rehearsal, which sometimes results in less individualized attention 

(O’Toole, 1998). Furthermore, men and boys often have a less difficult time being 

placed into the top mixed ensemble and therefore take choir less seriously (Wilson, 

2012).  

Koza (1994) and O’Toole’s (1998) critiques about gender inequity are not 

universally accepted by choral educators (Conway, 2020; Day, 1999; Frasier, 1999; 

Horn, 1999; Langholz, 1999). In the aftermath of O’Toole’s (1998) work, for example, 

several educators wrote critical responses that criticized O’Toole for using “poor 

resources” and generalizations, referring to the work as “on par with feminist 

propaganda” (Day, 1999, p. 22). Other scholars agreed with some of O’Toole’s 

tenants but argued that instead of systematically restructuring the institution of choir, 

directors could work harder to recruit male singers (Horn, 1999). 

Gender Inclusivity in Treble Choirs 

Some choral educators and scholars have called for a critical examination of 

spaces—like treble choirs—that imply gender segregation (McKiernan, 2021; 

McKiernan & McKnickle, 2023; Palkki 2016, 2017; Palkki & Caldwell, 2018). Palkki 

(2017) noted that because “choral programs exist within specific contexts of time, 

place, politics, and public opinion . . . it is important for choral conductor-teachers to 

understand the rapidly changing gender landscape of the twenty-first century” (p. 22). 

Palkki (2017) also outlined issues faced by transgender singers in choirs such as 

incongruence with voice part and gender identity, challenges in vocal range, 

discomfort with binary uniform options, and uncertainty regarding where a student 

might fit into gendered ensemble structures. In a different study, Palkki (2016) 

chronicled the lived experiences of three transgender singers in choir who had varied 
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levels of attachment to voice and gender congruence. His research pointed to the 

diverse experiences of gender expansive individuals and urged that educators 

incorporate student perspectives in decision making processes regarding ensemble 

inclusion policies. McKiernan (2021) studied traditionally single-gender choral 

ensembles and found similar problems. Using narrative inquiry, she reported on the 

experiences of directors of single-gender ensembles as they navigated updating 

ensemble policies for inclusivity. She concluded that moving away from gendered 

ensemble structures might provide greater inclusion of gender expansive singers. 

Ensemble name changes, gender neutral uniforms, and membership qualifications 

based on voice part instead of gender identity could significantly improve the 

experience of some students. While conductors in the study felt positively about 

making positive changes, “they consistently struggled with the concept of gender 

inclusion in spaces defined by gender exclusion” (p. 247). McKiernan’s work 

highlighted issues many choral directors of treble and tenor/bass ensembles may need 

to overcome. McKiernan and McNickle (2023) investigated the perspectives of singers 

in women’s choir and their attachment to the name and identity of the ensemble. 

Several singers felt attached to the women’s choir identity and wanted to maintain 

feelings of women’s empowerment within the space. However, many singers also felt 

the ensemble should be more gender inclusive and supported name changes and 

inclusion criteria. McKiernan and McNickle (2023) concluded that choral educators 

should take an intersectional approach to gender and feminism in their ensembles. 

They argued that ensembles with an overemphasis on gender risk centering “white, 

cisgender perspectives” which leave “trans, gender expansive and BIPOC singers at 
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the margins of the ensemble” (p. 117). To better include gender expansive singers, 

researchers should consider conducting more research that center their perspectives. 

Identity Exploration in Choirs 

Despite biased practices in the choral tradition, choir can be a formative space 

for musicians of all genders to explore different aspects of their own identities, 

including their gender identities (Damsgaard & Brinkman, 2022; Elorriaga, 2011; 

Fisher, 2020; Freer, 2009; Hylton, 1981; Papageorgi et al., 2022; Parker, 2014). Fisher 

(2020) explored the experiences of transgender musicians in a gay men’s chorus and 

how they could use choral singing to navigate their gender identity. The study 

participants included six singers who self-identified as transgender and one cisgender 

conductor who led the chorus. Findings indicated that choir provided a safe space for 

the participants to navigate questions about gender (e.g., issues of voice change, 

dysphoria). Findings also indicated that peer and conductor support were critical for a 

positive and rewarding choral experience. Though this study does not include 

complexities as the voice change during gender transitioning or hormone therapy 

during singing experiences, Fisher’s research demonstrates that choral singing may 

provide unique tools for the navigation of gender.   

A few researchers have specifically explored female singers’ identities as they 

relate to singing in treble choir (Parker, 2018). Parker (2018) investigated the social 

identity development of high school women’s choir singers. After interviewing several 

high school-aged women’s choir participants, Parker (2018) suggested that women’s 

ensembles created unique and powerful spaces for young female-identifying students 

to explore aspects of their identity. Participants cited the “single-gender atmosphere” 

as comfortable, which allowed them to feel more “togetherness” than they felt in other 
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spaces (Parker, 2018, p. 448). The participants’ feelings of ease in the “single-gender” 

group positively influenced their musical development, personal growth, self-

confidence, comfort in relationships, and the meaning they attributed to their choral 

experience. Participants claimed that they developed musically because of the ease of 

singing with other girls’ voices. Furthermore, participants developed feelings of self-

confidence due to participating in the women’s choir. Additionally, participants 

explained they felt a shared drive to get “better together . . . as women, and that [they] 

can sing just as powerful [as men], and really great” (p. 452). Parker’s research (2018) 

demonstrates the positive potential of women’s choral spaces for adolescent girls and 

indicates the need for continued research on their significance. Further, Parker’s 

(2018) study demonstrated the significance of women’s choral spaces for young 

women's identities, suggesting that positive choral spaces may influence how women 

view themselves and their gender. 

Although researchers have explored gender bias in choral settings (Koza, 1994; 

O’Toole, 1998), gender identity of transgender singers in choral settings (Fisher, 

2020) and select elements of women’s choral experiences in treble choirs (Bartolome, 

2013; Parker, 2018), work is still needed to enhance the profession’s understanding 

about the value of treble singing and its impact on singers’ understandings of gender 

and gender biases. Therefore, the purpose of this instrumental case study was to 

explore how singers interacted with, explored, and understood their gender in a high 

school treble choir. The guiding research problems were:  

1. To describe how participants viewed their treble choir experience; 

2. To describe their values related to the treble choir; and 
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3. To explore how they interacted with, explored, and understood their gender 

in their treble choir.  
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Chapter 3 

METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

The purpose of this research was to explore how singers interact with, explore, 

and understand their gender in a high school treble choir. In this chapter, I explain the 

methodology of this instrumental case study by describing the design, conceptual lens, 

participant selection, data sources and collection, data analysis, researcher bias, and 

trustworthiness. Finally, I provide case profiles for both the choir and the four focus 

participants. Before beginning this project, I obtained CITI certification through the 

University of Delaware, and submitted an IRB proposal. The study received IRB 

approval on August 17, 2023 (See Appendix A). 

Design 

Qualitative research is an “exploratory approach to questions” often utilized 

because of “its ability to provide insights on interpretation, context, and meaning of 

events, phenomena or identities for those who experience them” (Patten & Newhart, 

2018, p. 22). Qualitative research involves studying phenomena in people’s lives 

under real-world conditions with minimal interference from “artificial research 

procedures” (Yin, 2011, p. 8). Furthermore, by conducting qualitative studies, 

researchers can build on existing knowledge to make theories and ideas more 

generalizable (Patten & Newhart, 2018). Because I sought to better understand the 

unique lived experiences of singers in a treble choir, a qualitative design emerged as 

most appropriate. 
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Specifically, I chose an instrumental case study design for this study. 

Researchers engaging in case study research seek to study a phenomenon in a real-

world context while gaining an in-depth understanding of a person, site, setting, or 

issue of particular interest (Yin, 2011). Furthermore, because case study research 

requires defining boundaries for the case, researchers can claim a more concrete object 

of study (Stake, 1995). In this study, I embraced an instrumental case study design, 

binding the case around one treble choir. Instrumental case studies allow researchers 

to learn more about an issue through the study of a particular case (Stake, 1995). 

Because I sought to learn about how young people perceive the issue of gender in 

treble choirs, an instrumental case study emerged as most appropriate design.  

Conceptual Lens 

Researchers often utilize tools such as a research paradigm, theoretical 

framework, or conceptual lens to guide their research projects. These tools not only 

reflect how a researcher sees the world, but also aid a researcher in shaping their 

decisions related to methodology and data analysis (Kivunja & Kuyini, 2017). To 

provide direction to my inquiry about the complex topic of gender and its relationship 

to identity, I created a conceptual lens inspired by three existing philosophies. 

Specifically, my conceptual lens embraced Paulo Freire’s (1970) description of critical 

pedagogy, Lyn Brown and Carol Gilligan’s (1992) work in the psychology of women, 

and feminism as described by Gupta et al. (2023) and Nagoshi and Nagoshi (2017).  

Firstly, my conceptual lens included critical pedagogy as described by Paulo 

Friere. Paulo Freire was a Brazilian education theorist influenced by Hegel, Marx, and 

other Marxists and anti-colonial scholars. His book Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1970) 

emphasized the importance of conscientização, or critical consciousness, which refers 
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to one’s ability to learn to “perceive social, political, and economic contradictions, and 

to take action against the oppressive elements of reality” (p. 9). Freire encouraged 

reflection on behalf of the oppressed to increase engagement in liberatory struggles. 

According to Freire, the oppressed must lead the fight for consciousness; he 

considered this fight critical for the oppressed to achieve liberation.  

Friere primarily embraced dialogue as a pedagogical tool for liberation. He 

critiqued the traditional banking model of education, which presumed teachers are 

supreme authorities on all knowledge, who deposit knowledge into students, who exist 

as empty vessels. Friere (1970) instead advocated for moving toward “problem-posing 

education,” in which teachers dialogue with students. In this system in which a teacher 

“is no longer merely the one who teaches,” (p. 53) both students and teachers might 

experience greater growth than the banking model.   

In this study, I explored how singers interacted with, explored, and understood 

their gender in a high school treble choir. I used the dialogic nature of Freire’s 

philosophy as one component of my conceptual lens as it aligned with my motivations 

in pursuing this research. By pursuing dialogue as a method of inquiry, I sought to 

honor the humanity of my participants. In other words, by creating a space for 

dialogue about gender bias, I hoped to facilitate critical awareness in my participants, 

while simultaneously learning from them throughout the process. Scholars have 

described American society as patriarchal (Clark & Nicholas, 2020; Gupta et al., 

2023) and the choral canon as structured around the cisgendered masculine ideal 

(Koza, 1994). By embracing critical pedagogy and documenting the stories of women, 

girls, and nonbinary students–underrepresented voices in the choral profession– I 
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attempted to call attention to the experiences of those who do not traditionally have 

systemic power (Clark & Nicholas, 2020; Freire, 1970; Gupta et al., 2023).  

Brown and Gilligan’s (1992) work in the field of women’s psychology and 

girls’ development comprised the second component of my conceptual lens. In their 

book Meeting at the Crossroads (1992), the scholars outlined clear steps for centering 

female participants’ voices in research using their process called the Listening Guide. 

Resulting from years of research about the development of women and girls, the 

Listening Guide was informed by how women speak about themselves and their 

experiences. The authors presented four questions for researchers to reflect on during 

their inquiries about girls and women: (a) Who is speaking?; (b) In what body?; (c) 

Telling what story about [the] relationship [and] from whose perspective or from what 

vantage point?; and (d) In what societal and cultural frameworks? These questions 

permeated my research process, including how I approached the design, data 

collection, analysis, and reporting. Specifically, I kept these questions at the forefront 

when designing my interview protocol and method of analyses.  

Brown and Gilligan’s (1992) experience dialoguing with girls and women 

demonstrated that women might tell stories about themselves in unique ways that 

differ from males. By embracing their framework to help tell the stories of the singers 

in my study, I hoped to achieve the dialogue as described by Friere (1970) in his texts 

on critical pedagogy. Notably, not all the participants in treble choirs or in this study 

identified as female, nor did I wish to overinflate the of importance collecting only 

female perspectives. At the center of Brown and Gilligan’s Listening Guide lie 

strategic research techniques designed to convey participants’ stories more accurately. 

While their writing and research focused on women and girls, many principles–such as 
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allowing participants to guide conversations and reflecting on the influence of 

sociocultural context on participant meaning–are likely transferrable when considering 

elevating the voices of other underrepresented groups, such as nonbinary people. 

Thus, I chose to employ Brown and Gilligan’s work to aid in communicating with 

those groups of people who might be more likely to conform to society’s expectations 

of them than to speak honestly (Brown & Gilligan, 1992). I believe the principles of 

the Listening Guide can apply to all of my participants, regardless of gender identity.  

Finally, to best account for gender bias often faced by treble choirs, I 

incorporated feminism into my conceptual lens. Initially, I became interested in 

researching treble choirs because I sought to better understand the potential impact of 

misogynistic ideals on young singers. This led me to consider feminism as part of my 

lens as a researcher. As explained by Nagoshi and Nagoshi (2017), a feminist 

theoretical framework can provide researchers with a basis for critiquing gender-based 

oppression by giving them the tools to challenge the sociocultural and biological basis 

of gender. Traditional feminist theory rejects restrictions of heteronormative gender 

roles based on the gender binary and the “social dominance” (p. 1468) of men and 

instead focuses on the empowerment of women (Nagoshi & Nagoshi, 2017). As my 

research process progressed, I realized that the choral field’s understanding of gender 

is rapidly changing, and some scholars advocate against a reliance on binary systems 

in choir (McKiernan, 2021; Palkki, 2017). Those critical of feminist thought point out 

that feminism’s focus on empowering women may lead to unintentional enforcement 

of the gender binary, which is the source of patriarchal oppression and excludes trans 

and gender expansive peoples (Nagoshi & Nagoshi, 2017). However, more recent 

feminist writers explain how feminism can empower people of all genders, including 
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non-binary and trans people. These writers explain the ways in which patriarchal 

values harm peoples of all genders, as Gupta et al. (2023) explained: 

 

Patriarchy perpetuates the psyche of equating biological sex with the socially 

constructed element of gender-pressurizing individuals in society to adhere to a 

strict set of narrow ‘acceptable behaviors’ for each biological sex. This could 

be traumatic for individuals who may not necessarily want to adhere to such 

behaviors or extremely limiting gender boundaries. These individuals face 

alienation and ostracization and are more susceptible to sexual violence (p. 7). 

Therefore, the patriarchy fosters a society that compromises the safety and expression 

of gender expansive people and women who express their gender in nonnormative 

ways (Gupta et al., 2023). Though this study centers treble choirs, an ensemble type 

that has historically consisted of predominately female singers, I recognize the 

importance of acknowledging evolving ensemble classifications and including all 

gender identities who are oppressed by patriarchal and binary thinking. Accordingly, 

music education researchers (McKiernan, 2021; Palkki, 2017) have acknowledged 

historical choral ensemble organization as harmful and have called for changes; these 

calls to action further emphasize the importance of addressing patriarchal values in 

this research and conceptual lens.  

In this study, I hoped to honor the stories of individual adolescents by (a) 

taking a dialogic approach and acknowledging the knowledge participants can share 

(Freire, 1970), (b) listening and allowing participants to guide our conversations 

(Brown & Gilligan, 1992) and (c) recognizing the gendered and heteronormative 

values that may impact their experiences (Gupta, et al., 2023; Nagoshi & Nagoshi, 

2017). By prioritizing understanding the lived experiences of each participant, I could 

better understand the meaning of their words (Brown & Gilligan, 1992). Most 

importantly, my unique conceptual lens provided me with a basis for an equitable and 
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thoughtful research process that honored the unique lived experiences of young 

people.  

Participant Selection  

To select my participants, I employed purposive sampling, a process that 

allowed me to use my knowledge about treble choirs to choose a case and participants 

that would prove information-rich (Patten & Newhart, 2018, p. 101). Specifically, I 

used critical case sampling to select the treble chorus for this study. Serving as a 

single, exemplary example of a phenomena, a critical case study yields rich, 

illustrative data (Patton, 2015). For this study, I sought a treble choir in a robust 

organization (i.e., one that included multiple choirs in the program) with a large 

membership (i.e., more than 40 members) that is well-regarded and has a strong 

presence in the community (i.e., presents at least two performances per year).  

Based on my prior experience and knowledge about choirs in the mid-Atlantic 

region, one choir, The Girls’ Choir (TGC), immediately emerged as meeting the 

criteria as a critical case. To begin the case selection, I first contacted the TGC’s 

Director of Advancement of the choir to ascertain the organization’s interest in 

participating (See Appendix B). The Director of Advancement forwarded my 

information to and connected me with the director of the high school division of the 

choir, Mr. Wilson, who agreed to participate.  

After ascertaining Mr. Wilson’s willingness to participate, I sought to recruit 

four singers from the high school choir. After briefly speaking to the choir about the 

study (See Appendix C), I worked with Mr. Wilson to determine a protocol for 

distributing consent and assent forms to potential student participants. I decided to 

distribute both physical and digital copies of the forms on October 18, 2023. I first 
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sent digital copies of the assent form (See Appendix D) and consent form (See 

Appendix E) to Mr. Wilson, who posted them, as well as a short, written description of 

the study details, on the choir’s learning management site (See Appendix F). Students 

and parents understood that they could return the consent and assent forms either 

digitally, to me via email, or in person. Choir members 18 years of age and older were 

not required to acquire consent from their parents; they only needed to provide consent 

for themselves. In total, I distributed forms to all members of TGC, a total of about 30 

students.  

I received the first signed form on October 18, 2023, and by November 11, 

2023, I had received nine pairs of consent and assent forms. All nine of these choir 

members participated in a brief preliminary interview, which lasted between five and 

ten minutes (See Appendix G). Because I sought information-rich participants, I used 

criterion-based selection (Patton, 2015)  to select four students as focus participants 

for this study. Criterion-based selection allowed me to look for specific characteristics 

in participants that would add valuable perspective to the data. Specifically, I sought 

participants who (a) were enrolled in high school, (b) had participated in the choir for 

at least one entire performance season, and (c) had demonstrated evidence of thinking 

about issues of gender in the preliminary interview. Based on my criterion-based 

selection process (Patton, 2015), I chose the following four students as focus 

participants: (a) Betty, 15-year-old white female, (b) Lucy, 17-year-old Latina female, 

(c) Ivis, 15-year-old Vietnamese non-binary person and (d) Lisa, a 14-year-old Indian 

American female. I chose the four focus participants because they met the criteria 

listed above and had diverse identities. See table 1 for a summary of the participant 

profiles. 
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Table 1 Participant Profile Summary 

 

Data Collection  

Interviews, observations, and researcher reflections comprised the data sources 

for this study. I conducted one preliminary interview with all students who both 

assented and received consent (N=9). After selecting four focus participants, I 

conducted four individual semi-structured interviews (one with each participant), three 

formal observations of the choir, and one focus group interview with the four focus 

participants. In addition, I collected artifacts and completed a researcher journal. All 

data collection began and concluded during an eight-week period during the fall of 

2023 at the rehearsal site of TGC between October 11 and December 9. I conducted 

my first observation on October 11 before distributing forms and observing on 

October 18. I observed another rehearsal on October 25 before conducting my first 

two initial interviews on October 28. I returned on November 8 and conducted six 

more initial interviews. After conducting the final initial interview and interviewing 

 

 

1
 The questioned gender column in the table shows if the participant ever reported that 

they had questioned their gender identity. 

 

Name 

 

Ethnicity 

 

Age 

 

Self-Described Gender Identity 

 

Questioned 

Gender
1
 

 

Betty 

 

White 

 

15 

 

Girl (she/her) 

 

Y 

Lucy Latina 17 Female (she/her) Y 

Ivis Vietnamese 15 Non-Binary, Joy (they/them) Y 

Lisa Indian 14 Cisgender female (she/her) N 
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my first focus participant, Betty, on November 15, I interviewed Lucy, Ivis, and Lisa 

on November 29. The final focus group interview with all four focus participants 

occurred on December 9. Researcher reflections took place throughout this process, 

with notable journal entries after my first observation, after each interview, and after 

completion of the project.  

Interviews and Transcripts 

Semi-structured individual interviews served as a primary data source for this 

study. Semi-structured interviews allow researchers to think through questions 

carefully in advance while still allowing them the flexibility to follow up on material 

that may emerge as “unexpected, unusual, or especially relevant” (Patten & Newhart, 

2018, p. 161). As described in the Listening Guide (Brown & Gilligan, 1992), I sought 

to ensure that participants guided their own stories by allowing space for them to talk 

about their thoughts and ideas with as few distracting redirections as possible (Brown 

& Gilligan, 1992). I derived the individual interview protocol (See Appendix H) from 

Parker (2018), adjusting to accommodate the specifics of this study and keeping in 

mind the participant and feminist-centered approach to interviewing in the Listening 

Guide (Brown & Gilligan, 1992). I conducted interviews from October 28 to 

December 9 in person. I conducted all interviews in Mr. Wilson’s office, located in an 

office suite on the first floor of the rehearsal site. The office offered a semi-private 

space, though for logistical needs of the organization, administrative staff occasionally 

used a neighboring office while I conducted interviews. Both myself and the 

participants used the office chairs provided, and to avoid intimidating barriers, I sat in 

front of Mr. Wilson’s desk instead of behind it. I positioned myself across from 

individual participants. The nine initial interviews lasted between five and eight 
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minutes. The four focus interviews lasted between 23 minutes and 43 minutes. I audio 

recorded the interviews using my phone’s recording app. Before transcribing, I moved 

the recordings to a password protected and encrypted file on my computer and deleted 

them permanently from my phone.  

In addition to individual interviews, I conducted one focus group interview on 

December 9 with the four participants (See Appendix I). To construct the questions for 

the focus group, I used first round coding data from the four individual interviews. 

Using emerging codes, I designed questions that would provoke in-depth responses 

about areas of interest. I chose to conduct a focus group because focus groups can 

often maximize comfort amongst participants and encourage freer discussion because 

group members can expand upon each other’s ideas (Yin, 2011). Focus groups also 

allow the researcher to observe how participants reach to others and explore ideas 

together (Johnson & Turner, 2003). I chose to employ a focus group so participants 

could elaborate on each other’s memories and I could observe their social interactions. 

This yielded richer, more descriptive data than individual interviews alone. The focus 

group occurred on the last day of the study, December 9, and lasted 52 minutes. The 

audio recordings of all interviews yielded transcripts, which I transcribed by hand and 

using Microsoft Word’s dictation function.  

Observations and Field Notes 

Observations and the resulting field notes enhanced data by providing context 

for analysis (Phillippi & Lauderdale, 2018). I observed TGC formally three times 

during rehearsals in the fall of 2023, on October 18, October 24, and November 15. 

For each observation, I stayed for the entire rehearsals, which lasted about two and 

half hours (4:30 p.m. to 7:00 p.m.). All of my observations occurred during Concert 
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Choir rehearsals, and I did not observe rehearsals where they combined with other 

choirs. During observations, I sat in a chair to the side of the choir behind the singers. 

I did not participate in rehearsals, and instead took detailed notes on an iPad, where I 

documented singer and director behavior, language, and mannerisms. On rehearsal 

days when I conducted interviews, I often informally observed the choir with my 

additional time. During more informal observations, I sat behind the choir but took 

less thorough notes. To ensure that the participants’ meanings were accurately and 

effectively presented in field notes, I paid close attention to the mannerisms and words 

used by choir members during routine social interactions (Emerson et al., 2011). These 

observations provided vital insight for the study, as they helped me to understand how 

the participants integrated into the social context of the choir.  

Researcher Journal  

Finally, I kept a journal throughout the data collection process. Researcher 

journaling can serve as valuable reflexive tool that reveals researcher biases or habits 

that could impact the research process (Yin, 2011). I made journal entries after 

conducting observations and interviews so that I could collect my thoughts before data 

analysis. I journaled by typing in a Microsoft Word document. The primary purpose of 

my journaling was to have a reference point for my reactions, thoughts, and feelings to 

emerging data. I used the researcher journal to enhance field notes with my own 

emotional reactions. Additionally, the journal served as a method of trustworthiness as 

it helped keep track of my biases as they emerged, allowing me to keep them in check. 

Data Analysis  

Researchers employ data analysis strategies in qualitative research to “turn 

data into findings” (Patton, 2015, p. 432). In this study, inductive coding served as the 
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main form of data analysis. I coded the individual and focus group interview 

transcripts in two cycles, from which themes emerged (Yin, 2011). I coded the 

transcripts from the individual interviews before the conducting the focus interview, 

which allowed me to use preliminary themes to inform the focus group protocol. After 

all data collection had concluded, I completed the first round of coding for the focus 

group transcript before moving on to second cycle coding. During both cycles of data 

coding, I kept the four questions asked by Brown and Gilligan’s (1992) Listening 

Guide in mind, reflecting on how the participants’ lived experiences and unique 

intersectional positionalities might influence the meaning of their words. 

In my first cycle of coding, I primarily analyzed data using open coding, a type 

of inductive analysis, whereby concepts and their context emerge from the data itself 

(Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Specifically, I used descriptive, in vivo, and concept coding 

during the first cycle of coding (Miles et al., 2020). Descriptive coding allowed me to 

choose a short word or phrase that summarized a section of data, which proved helpful 

for tracking similar values and experiences across multiple participants (Miles et al., 

2020). In vivo coding served as an additional salient form of analysis. In vivo codes 

require researchers to adopt participants’ own words as codes. Inspired by my 

conceptual lens, I chose to use in vivo coding to help me center participant voice 

(Miles et al., 2020). Finally, concept coding emerged as an important coding tool 

because it allowed me to code symbolic representations of data (Miles et al., 2020). 

Researchers utilize concept coding when they want to connect a specific example used 

by participants to the abstract concept it may represent. This proved to be crucial 

because the participants often described experiences that exemplified broader ideas or 

values. Notably, I used all three aforementioned coding types when coding the focus 
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group transcript, applying existing codes that emerged from analysis of the individual 

interviews and adding new ones where appropriate.  

After completing my first cycle of coding, I engaged in second cycle coding, 

organizing existing codes using pattern coding (Saldaña, 2013). Pattern coding allows 

researchers to organize data by grouping related codes, helping them to more clearly 

illustrate larger themes or concepts (Saldaña, 2013). After second cycle coding, 

themes emerged. Other data sources, such as field notes and my researcher journal, 

allowed me to triangulate the findings. 

Researcher Bias and Trustworthiness  

As a woman in the choral field, I have personal ties to this project and carry 

biases that I could not disregard throughout the research process. I have sung in both 

treble choirs and mixed ensembles, and I have experienced gender bias in choral 

ensembles. Furthermore, I firmly believe in the empowering potential of singing 

communities, particularly for those who work to reject patriarchal values. While I 

cannot free myself of all biases, my continuous reflective practices (e.g., researcher 

journal) enhanced the research by helping me to recognize and address these biases.  

Furthermore, other measures of trustworthiness helped confirm the credibility 

and authenticity of research findings (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). I established 

trustworthiness in this study through triangulation, member checking, and the use of 

peer review (Miles et al., 2014; Patton, 2015; Yin, 2011). First, I triangulated data by 

comparing interview transcripts to field notes and checking for consistency in themes 

and notable findings (Patton, 2015). Member checking, which took place at the end of 

the focus group interview, allowed for the participants themselves to confirm that the 

accuracy and completeness of the data. To employ member checking, I showed the 
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focus participants code clouds from their individual interviews organized by research 

question. Then, I asked the focus participants to review, clarify, correct, and elaborate 

on any themes they saw (Miles et al., 2014). Lastly, a music education graduate 

student who had completed CITI training served as my peer reviewer. After I 

completed my first cycle of coding, my peer reviewer reviewed about 40% of my 

coded transcripts, approximately 22 pages. We reached an agreement on the coded 

transcripts and my code list before I proceeded with second cycle coding (Yin, 2011). 

Limitations 

Though I sought to limit bias, limitations in qualitative studies always exist. By 

choosing an instrumental case study design (Stake, 1995), I aimed to expand the 

profession’s understandings of the experiences of young people in treble choirs. I did 

so by highlighting stories of young people who value their choral experience in a 

treble choir. While potentially transferable, these findings are not generalizable to all 

those who sing in treble choirs. Additionally, I only observed the choir four times, 

which may have limited my understanding of the ensemble’s culture. Furthermore, 

while I spoke individually with nine participants, and more in depth with four 

participants, their thoughts do not represent those of the entire choir. 

 Notably, TGC is an auditioned community choir; all participants in the choir 

elected to participate. Therefore, the findings are not generalizable to choirs where 

participation is obligatory (e.g. school choirs), though some findings may be 

transferrable. Further, TGC was a predominantly white choir that charged tuition for 

each semester. The choir did not necessarily reflect socioeconomic or racial diversity, 

which limited the perspectives presented in this study. Though one of the participants 

identified as nonbinary, a gender expansive identity, no other participants identified as 
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transgender. While including the perspective of a nonbinary participant enhanced my 

findings, they only offered one individual’s perspective on what it feels like to sing in 

a gendered ensemble as a nonbinary person. Including people with different types of 

gender expansive identities and/or different opinions about their gender expression 

may have offered more varied perspectives. Additionally, TGC seemed to be affirming 

of queer and gender expansive identities; results would likely vary significantly in 

choral organizations that are less welcoming to those with varying identities.  

Case Profiles 

In this section, I introduce the choir and the adolescent participants by first 

describing the choir itself, briefly introducing TGC director, Mr. Wilson, and finally 

describing the four focus participants: Betty, Lucy, Ivis, and Lisa. Pseudonyms are 

used for all participants, organizations, and other identifying information. 

Unfortunately, due to TGC’s policies about sharing information I could not access 

demographic information about the choir. While I can rely on my observations, notes, 

and information gathered from participants, some information might be limited. 

Throughout the case profiles I prioritized using as many of the participants’ own 

words as possible. Quotation marks indicate direct quotes from participants. 

Significantly, I employed direct quotes when explaining how participants self-

identified relating to gender or sexuality.  

The Choir  

This study features one community choir organization called The Girls’ Choir 

(TGC). TGC rehearses in a large mid-Atlantic city, drawing singers from the city and 

surrounding suburbs. In addition to working in tandem with a complementary Boys 

Choir organization (TBC), the organization boasts a vocal conservatory that provides 
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vocal and piano lessons to the public and singers in both choirs. All the choirs in TGC 

and TBC rehearse in a building downtown that contains both rehearsal and office 

space converted for the choir’s use. Founded in the 1960’s, TBC is comprised of both 

a boys’ choir and men’s chorale that maintains a well-established history and 

reputation within the region. A younger organization founded in 2012, TGC developed 

as a “sister organization” to TBC. TGC consists of four choirs that are split primarily 

by skill level, and secondarily by age. At the time of the study, TGC boasted nearly 

200 members in their choirs, with members ranging in age from 6 to 18. TGC prides 

themselves on providing an excellent ensemble experience and music education to its 

members. The youngest group, Singers, consisting of six to eight-year-olds, serves as 

a training choir that works on fundamental vocal music skills. They rehearse once a 

week and perform two times a year. In the next youngest performing group, Chorus, 

students continue a basic study of theory and performance and employ a musical 

theme to guide their year. Chorus rehearses weekly on Thursdays and on two 

Saturdays each month. Chorale–made up of primarily middle school-aged singers– 

functions as TGC’s intermediate group, where singers begin more challenging 

repertoire and appear in a greater number of local concerts and appearances. They 

rehearse weekly on Tuesday nights and Saturday mornings.  

The most experienced group, Concert Choir, served as the focus of this study. 

Concert Choir, a group of about 30 high school singers, offers repertoire of increased 

difficulty. Maintaining the most demanding performance schedule, Concert Choir 

rehearses weekly on Wednesday nights and Saturday mornings, when they 

occasionally combine with Chorale. Each season, Concert Choir performs self-
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produced concerts, receives regular invitations to additional community performances, 

and offers a yearly summer tour.   

TGC employs an artistic director and associate director who serve as 

conductors for the four choirs. The associate director, Ms. Norris, directs Singers and 

Chorus. Mr. Wilson, the founding artistic director of TGC, directs Concert Choir and 

Chorale. He holds advanced degrees in choral conducting and possesses Kodály music 

education certifications. Along with directing several TGC choirs, he teaches in a 

private school. Throughout rehearsals, he intersperses music theory and vocabulary or 

asks the singers to reflect on what they heard. Every participant spoke highly of Mr. 

Wilson, and I frequently witnessed him joking with the choir or telling stories and 

funny anecdotes. Throughout the study, Mr. Wilson consistently maintained flexibility 

and worked to accommodate my research needs. While observing at TGC, I noted that 

Mr. Wilson seemed adept at providing an excellent choral education while fostering a 

welcoming, unintimidating rehearsal environment.  

Betty 

At the time of our interview, Betty, a White female, was a 15-year-old 

sophomore who worked diligently in TGC and in school. A dedicated student, Betty 

hated feeling behind in academics, loved to read and write, and often spent her free 

time studying at coffee shops. At school, Betty played on the tennis team. A self-

described social butterfly, Betty loved helping to bring people out of their shells by 

intentionally including people she was not close with in her conversations. At the time 

of the study, Betty no longer sang in her school’s choir, but she had plenty of other 

musical experiences to cite. She had participated in choir at her middle school, had 

taken private voice lessons starting in third grade, and played piano, trombone, and 
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flute briefly through school music programs. Betty joined TGC in sixth grade when 

her private voice teacher recommended her to the TGC arts staff. In rehearsal, I 

noticed Betty always smiling and/or talking to friends. Betty’s bubbly personality 

allowed her to excel as a leader during TGC rehearsals. For example, she often helped 

friends in the ensemble to learn their parts when they felt confused. 

Betty self-identified as a girl and used she/her pronouns. While in middle 

school during COVID, Betty questioned her gender identity and experimented with 

using they/them pronouns. Partially because of social media, she went through 

multiple phases in which she questioned who she was, who she wanted to be, and if 

she felt like another gender. When Betty tried they/them pronouns to see how they 

felt, she told several of her friends in choir and at school. Though she did not feel 

connected to they/them pronouns and was not questioning her gender identity at the 

time of the study, Betty described her time experimenting and exploring her own 

identity as positive. At the time of the study, Betty explained that she felt significantly 

more feminine than she had previously, and explained that gossiping with friends and 

wearing leggings made her feel feminine. 

 Every time I spoke to Betty, I noted her compassion for others. A passionate 

member of TGC, she loved her experiences in the choir and felt changed by her 

involvement. For Betty, choir felt like a piece of her  and she was deeply invested in 

TGC. 

Lucy  

Lucy, a 17-year-old Latina high school senior, had sang in TGC for six years at 

the time of our interview. Lucy had recently applied to colleges for film study to 

pursue her dream of becoming a filmmaker. She also mentioned involvement with the 
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National Hispanic Institute. Many of Lucy’s closest friends in the choir had already 

graduated, but she considered herself a very sociable and outgoing person who 

enjoyed being around other people.  During our initial interview, Lucy looked 

comfortable almost immediately. In contrast, I thought she looked less talkative or 

more reserved during rehearsals, though she still maintained a confident presence. 

Lucy described herself as someone who loves music and had been singing for 

most of her life. She credited her mother’s musical influence for encouraging her and 

her siblings’ involvement in musical activities. Both of her older siblings have also 

participated either TGC or TBC before her, and her mother remained involved with 

the organization. Lucy’s siblings started in the choirs a few years before she did, but 

she began by studying in TGC’s vocal conservatory before she joined the choir. 

Around the seventh grade, she auditioned for TGC and became a member of the 

ensemble. Lucy also sang in choirs at her high school. She approached music with 

curiosity and described various times when certain pieces of music had excited her so 

much that she had researched them independently. She also mentioned how much 

choir had bolstered her love of music and fondly recounted a story of the first time she 

had listened to choral music by herself.  

The first time I spoke to Lucy, she self-identified as female and told me she 

used she/her pronouns. She elaborated later about her gender: 

 

In my daily life, I think I’m very feminine outputting. But I saw this (on 

TikTok) but it was like, I wish that my femininity was seen as self-expression 

and not me just trying to be a woman, and that’s kind of how I feel about my 

gender . . . I don’t know, I like to experiment more with fluidity. Like in 

COVID times, I tried using she/they pronouns, but it was a lot harder to use in 

the real world. But I’m like 95% sure that I am a woman.  
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In addition to feeling certain about her own gender, Lucy also demonstrated 

confidence in her feminist beliefs. She explained:  

 

I mean like, I’m a feminist, so part of that is just me and my own–I don’t 

wanna say activism–but just like my own opinions and my own view of the 

world. But I also think that like being a woman kind of, or like being feminine-

presenting kind of just informs how the world treats you and how you interact 

with the world. Like you need to be safe. And you need to make sure 

sometimes you talk to people and you’re like, ‘Are you saying that to me 

because you think I’m a cool person or are you saying that because—excuse 

my language—but you like my tits?’ 

Lucy had well-formed thoughts and opinions about gender and society. She 

demonstrated awareness of how people might perceive her because of her gender. 

Each time I spoke to her, I noted her confidence, humor, and curiosity.  

Ivis 

Ivis, a 15-year-old sophomore in high school at the time of our interview, 

identified as Vietnamese and reported feeling a lot of pride in their own ethnicity. 

They self-described as having a few cognitive and neurodevelopmental disabilities and 

participated in the Autism Acceptance Club at their school. They also served in the 

gardening club and tutored middle school students in math. In our initial 

conversations, Ivis seemed slightly reserved. However, Ivis became more comfortable 

and animated in conversation over time.  

A fifth-year veteran of TGC, Ivis first became involved in choir during 

elementary school. While singing in their elementary choir, a mandatory ensemble at 

their school, they met a member of TGC artistic staff who invited them to join TGC. 

Though Ivis described enjoying their experience in TGC, their relationship with 

school choir was more fraught. They noted not enjoying their middle school choir 

program; Ivis signed up for choir every year before subsequently quitting because of 
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the director. In their freshman year of high school, the choral teacher required all 

freshmen to take an introductory vocal workshop class before joining any of the 

choirs. This frustrated Ivis, as they found the workshop under stimulating. At the time 

of our conversation, Ivis, a sophomore, sang in a treble choir at their school.  

In my first conversation with Ivis, they explained that gender was not 

something they cared about and that they usually did not discuss it. In short, they did 

not value other people understanding their gender; they were happy simply being 

themselves. In our initial conversation, I did not press them to elaborate, though I 

remained curious. When I selected Ivis as a focus participant, I felt it important for me 

to accurately represent their thoughts about their gender identity. In our individual 

interview, I told Ivis that though they should not feel pressure to elaborate, I wanted 

them to have a space to talk about their identity. In response, Ivis explained:  

 

I think when I put gender identity into context with other people, how other 

people view me, I say whatever is convenient for them because I . . . don’t care 

enough to care about what they think of me, so whatever is convenient for 

them. I’m not going to correct them because I don’t care enough to do that . . . 

when I think about the context of when it comes to me and what I think about 

me, it’s just whatever collections of emotions I feel. And I think the emotion I 

feel the most like, or the one I like to feel the most is joy. And I feel like that’s 

a common answer, right? Everyone wants to feel happy, but I feel like, being 

full of joy, like the word joy brings me like– euphoria in a way. Which being 

able to be happy and be in spaces that are satisfactory to my health and to my 

well-being like TGC or with people that I trust and love, that is how I relate to 

gender.  

Ivis clearly thought a lot about how others perceived them and described thinking 

about their gender all the time. Self-reflection about aspects of their identity seemed a 

routine practice for Ivis.  

 In rehearsals, Ivis appeared more reserved than the other focus participants. 

They told me they sometimes have anxiety about talking to others and do not start 
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many conversations with their peers. However, they did feel that others in TGC were 

nice and said that they wanted to focus on building up the confidence to interact more 

socially. During rehearsals, Ivis often looked focused and engaged with the music. 

Lisa 

The final focus participant, Lisa, self-described as a 14-year-old Indian 

American female and a freshman in high school who had sung in TGC for eight years–

the longest of all the focus participants. At the time of her interview, Lisa was 

participating in her first year of Concert Choir, and thus, was experiencing her first 

year of having Mr. Wilson as her choir director. Lisa described herself as outgoing and 

explained that she enjoys being around people and making new friendships. Lisa 

reported that music acts as a central part of her life and that all her extracurricular 

activities have a musical focus. She had been in TGC since the second grade and 

stayed involved in her school choirs. In rehearsal, Lisa often smiled at me and others 

around her. She also seemed to take the music seriously, as she always appeared 

focused in rehearsals. In one of our conversations, Mr. Wilson mentioned to me that 

Lisa had perfect pitch and he felt confident about her ability to miss rehearsal time for 

our interviews and not fall behind.  

Lisa self-identified as a cisgender female. She had never questioned her gender 

identity, but she mentioned thinking about gender in relation to how she might be 

perceived in the world as a female. Overall, Lisa felt comfortable and confident with 

her identity and did not seem overly concerned with ideas of gender expression or 

identity experimentation. However, she seemed to have knowledge about issues 

surrounding gender and sexuality in society. For example, she spoke of being 
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supportive of and of honoring and respecting others’ diverse identities. When we 

spoke, I noticed Lisa’s intelligence, friendly demeanor, and passion for music. 

Summary 

In this chapter I described the method, study design, conceptual lens, 

participant selection, data collection, data analysis, researcher bias, and 

trustworthiness. I also provided case profiles. The first three chapters of this thesis 

explained the context, background, and method of the study. In chapters four and five, 

I will present the findings and discussion.  
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Chapter 4 

FINDINGS 

In this chapter, I present my findings organized by research question. Research 

questions one and two related to how participants viewed and described their treble 

choir experience as well as their values related to the treble choir. To explore research 

questions one and two, I used inductive coding methods to analyze participant views 

and values related to their treble choir experience. Emergent themes for research 

question one and two included: (a) belonging, (b) individual development, (c) pride 

and connection to musical product (d) unique opportunities. Research question three 

explored how participants interacted with, explored, and understood their gender in 

their treble choir. After analyzing instances that participants reported thinking about 

gender, three themes for research question three emerged: (a) misogyny and gender 

binary enforcement, (b) empowerment, (c) gender and sexuality exploration and 

representation.  

Research Questions One and Two 

Research questions one and two related to how participants viewed and 

described their treble choir experience as well as their values related to the treble 

choir. I chose to analyze these questions together because the participants’ view of 

TGC seemed to directly result from their values related to their TGC experiences. The 

close relation of these questions led me to conclude I should analyze them jointly. 

Participants had a highly positive view of the treble choir experience overall. Phrases 

frequently used by participants to describe TGC included “it’s like a piece of me,” it 
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“makes me happy,” or it’s “super fun.” After analyzing how participants 

described the choir, the following themes representing participant values emerged: (a) 

belonging, (b) individual development, (c) pride and connection to musical product, 

and (d) unique opportunities. 

Belonging 

Belonging proved an important part of participant experiences in TGC; being a 

member of the ensemble emerged as a crucial part of each participant’s identity. All 

the focus participants had been in TGC for at least five years, and they valued the 

strong sense of community and belonging in the ensemble. Betty, for example, 

explained that TGC felt “like a piece of [her].” This sense of belonging was apparent 

from the first time that I visited TGC during rehearsal.  

 

Observation- October 11, 2023, 4:25 P.M. 

Walking up to a Girls Choir rehearsal for the first time, I was nervous . 
. . yet the rehearsal space felt warm, even welcoming as I watched 
singers trickle in while smiling and chatting with friends . . . 
Everywhere I looked, groups of young singers were laughing and 
talking to each other as they waited. They seemed to delight in the 
buzzing fellowship of the choir room pre-rehearsal. It all felt so 
relaxed.  

Each time I observed TGC or spoke to participants, I noted ensemble members’ 

comfort and familiarity with the environment. Throughout their time in the ensemble, 

participants grew connected to each other, and appreciated working together to 

achieve common goals. Ensemble members not only held a great deal of respect for 

their peers, but also for their director, Mr. Wilson. Three subthemes contributed to a 

sense of belonging in TGC: (a) respect, (b) community and (c) connection.  
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Respect 

A shared responsibility for the musical product fostered a high level of respect 

amongst ensemble members and their director. The extracurricular and elective nature 

of TGC meant each ensemble member chose to participate in rehearsals and other 

commitments related to TGC. This commitment from each individual fostered high 

levels of respect for each other. Lisa explained:  

 

Because it’s like that big commitment, like quite a few of us have been in this 

choir for several years now, and so we’ve built this connection because we’ve 

been through so many experiences together, learning the music, doing the 

concerts and everything in between.  

Lucy agreed that it felt “like there’s a little bit more respect between everybody” than 

other choirs she had been in. Betty noted that ensemble members also respected 

“everybody on how they felt about music” (i.e. how passionate they were about choir). 

Ivis elaborated: 

But I think, yeah, everyone that comes here, [and] no matter how long 

they’ve been here, they’re here because of an opportunity. And when 

they choose to take that opportunity again that’s like, that’s another 

sign of respect, like I’m here and because I respect everything that this 

choir has to serve, and I would like to serve as well.  

Participants spoke of respecting each other and other ensemble members for their 

commitment, musicianship, and love for music. Some participants compared this 

mutual respect in TGC with contrasting experiences in school choirs. When 

comparing their school choir experiences with TGC, some participants perceived their 

peers in their school choirs as less skilled and less invested in making music at a high 

level. All participants viewed singing in TGC as a serious endeavor, and they sought 

to perform at a high level, both to benefit themselves and to benefit the group as a 

whole.  
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 Participants also had a great deal of respect for their director, Mr. Wilson. The 

choir’s positive relationship with Mr. Wilson enhanced the environment at TGC. Ivis 

described Mr. Wilson as a “really fun guy” who challenged singers to think, which 

elicited a great deal of mutual respect between him and his students: 

I think he teaches us more things than he might think he does, because 

[working with him] make[s] me have to consider . . . [and] evaluate 

myself. I keep saying that, but . . . it’s a really important thing where 

you have to evaluate yourself; ‘What can you do at that moment?’ I 

think that’s really vital. So if I get to do that, I think he empowers us in 

that kind of way. He makes us think, and I think thinking is a really 

powerful skill.  

Betty appreciated that Mr. Wilson had empathy for their busy lives as high school 

students and that he was flexible with ensemble members. Lucy remembered a time 

she came back from a semester off from TGC. When Mr. Wilson discovered she 

would be returning to TGC, he sent an email to her mother stating that “it’s gonna be 

so nice to have Lucy’s voice in the choir again.” Lucy felt touched by the interaction 

and appreciated that Mr. Wilson made “choir such an opening and welcoming 

environment.” Lucy also expressed feeling in awe of Mr. Wilson’s musicianship, 

noting a particular fascination with his ability to sing most of the girls’ choir parts. 

When observing rehearsals, I admired Mr. Wilson’s calm and efficient manner. He 

expected maturity and skill from Concert Choir, yet he maintained an attitude of 

kindness and compassion as he led rehearsals. He took the time to tell jokes, stories, 

and was always smiling along with the singers. His attitude greatly contributed to the 

positive community at TGC. 

Community 

Focus participants felt safe and supported in the community of TGC, which 

contributed to their feelings of belonging. Betty and Lucy loved the comfortable 



 58 

ensemble environment and Betty described ensemble members as very welcoming. 

Ivis thought TGC served as a safe space and Lisa appreciated that people “value[d] 

what [she] can bring” to the ensemble. Involvement in TGC also meant that the social 

network of the participants expanded. Most participants spoke about the importance of 

the friendships they created in the ensemble and the social aspects of rehearsals. Lucy 

described what the community meant to her, equating feeling comfortable with 

closeness to people in the ensemble: 

It's a really fun community to be a part of. I’ve met one of my best 

friends in the whole world from choir . . . and that’s one of the most 

meaningful relationships of my life that I wouldn’t have had [unless I 

was in this] choir. And then I’ve met so many different types of people 

and it’s a really tight knit community. I don’t have any close friends 

now [because they all graduated], but all of these girls—or most of 

these girls—I’ve known since I was tiny and I had a terrible haircut. So 

that’s like six years and I still remember who I sat with at my first choir 

introduction camp and it’s like being acquaintances with someone 

who’s like your distant cousin. Like I know all these people super well 

and this is like a community that I feel really comfortable in. 

Betty also described the fun she had when chatting with friends in between songs or 

socializing with each other during warmups. Lisa felt like she had “built strong 

relationships thanks to being a part of the choir for so long” and had a “base of 

friends” in TGC. Participants also spoke of how it comforted them to feel like they 

always had a place where they were welcomed. For example, Lisa explained that “it’s 

so cool being in the choir and after all this time knowing that I can still come back to it 

and learn the music every year and just enjoy myself.” This familiarity and comfort 

participants felt during rehearsal was evident in my observations. Rehearsals operated 

efficiently yet remained full of smiles and giggling between singers who frequently 

seized opportunities to socialize. Conversations bloomed during transition times, 

before rehearsal, and during breaks.  
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Though Ivis felt comfortable in TGC and had close friends, they reported being 

less social than some of their peers and sometimes being shy or anxious about 

interactions with others. Despite this, Ivis credited the welcoming community of TGC 

in helping them build confidence. They shared their experience with returning to the 

choir after taking a break from singing during the COVID-19 pandemic: 

After [COVID-19], I was not doing well and so I’m still in a recovery 

period of some things I developed after the pandemic. And I feel like 

being here has helped me a lot, being able to open back up again 

because my biggest fear is literally just people . . . And so now because 

I still have the opportunity to be here . . . it’s helped me so much more 

with being able to get back into what I was comfortable with. Because 

being in that period of like being so uncomfortable with everything 

around you is like, I hated that, but it’s so much less now. It’s really 

amazing what I’ve been able to do here since last year.  

Ivis’ experience helps to illustrate how strongly some of the participants felt about the 

community of TGC. Knowing they would always be welcomed, TGC was a place that 

Ivis and others could let their guard down. None of the focus participants relayed any 

negative reports related to the social climate of TGC. Instead, singer participants felt 

safe, welcome, and valued in as members of the community.  

Connection 

Feeling safe and comfortable in TGC helped many participants feel connected 

to the other singers in the ensemble. Betty described why she felt connected to others 

in TGC: 

Because we all like, share emotions in the same way, shape and form. 

And we’re all very close in age, especially in Concert Choir. So it’s 

like, if one of us is upset or something, it’s like we all just like kind of 

comfort each other in a way . . . But like if we mess up, it’s not like a 

bad thing because somebody is always there to make you feel better. 

Like when we were in Germany last year and I messed up really bad at 

one of our concerts, my friend was helping me so much. I was so 

grateful for that because I was so upset about it, she was like “it’s fine 
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you didn’t do anything, it’s okay, nobody saw it I swear.” So I think 

like, you know, we all just kind of share each other’s mood in a way.  

The shared attitudes or moods in the ensemble seemed to help singers work 

together, which made Ivis feel as though they could operate on the same page because 

“everyone [at TGC] wants to connect and create harmony.” Lucy explained that she 

felt more connected to people in TGC because they all had treble voices: 

I feel like being in a treble choir, listening to the people around you, 

we’re a lot more in sync that the other choirs I’ve been in because we 

kind of know what it’s like to be—we can all sing each other’s parts. 

So I feel like we’re in tune with each other a lot better and that kind of 

goes back to that community aspect. 

Ivis felt similarly and said: 

I guess that’s the biggest thing we have in common with each other, 

that we’re all treble voices, and that we all sing treble songs. So, in a 

way we can always connect to each other in that way. Sometimes we—

you know—literally just like burst into songs, not in the way that TV 

shows and movies do it but we literally just start singing like a song 

from last year . . . it’s really fun and we can all do it together because, 

we all have that kind of voice. Obviously, our voices don’t change like 

the boys do, so that way it’s a little easier to be able to do that, and 

being surrounded by other girls and people that have treble voices, it’s 

really beautiful when you get to put it all together. 

Lisa thought that in a treble choir it might be “easier to relate [to each other] because 

like we’re all similar. But like in a mixed choir, it may not be as easy to relate to 

everyone in the choir.” Feeling similar to each other also seemed to contribute to 

creating a safe space in the ensemble and strengthened the overall sense of 

connectedness and belonging.  

Individual Development 

Focus participants also valued that TGC helped them develop as individuals. 

Directors in TGC held the students to high standards of personal behavior and musical 
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achievement. Singing and belonging in the ensemble facilitated the development of 

both personal skills and musical skills.  

Development of Personal Skills  

 Focus participants credited their experiences in TGC with helping them build 

personal skills and grow as people. Many singers mentioned that the commitment of 

being in TGC taught them responsibility and maturity. Ivis summarized: 

We’re given the choice to be here, when you’re give that choice, you’re 

given the opportunity to be mature and be responsible, and being 

responsible, it feels good. It feels good to have that sense of you’re 

getting better, you are advancing. 

For Ivis, choir also meant constant opportunities for self-reflection. They appreciated 

how choir prompted them to think about their role in the ensemble, their strengths and 

weaknesses, what they have in common with others, and how they might want to 

communicate their own identity.  

The high standards of the ensemble also helped participants develop 

confidence. Ivis, Betty and Lucy all attributed feeling more confident in themselves to 

their experiences in TGC. Betty explained that TGC made her feel “more comfortable 

[being in a choir and] in general.” Throughout my observations, I noted the confidence 

of the participants in rehearsals and in conversations. I anticipated all of them being 

more cautious speaking to a researcher they did not know well, yet they spoke with 

surprising ease in our interviews. 

Focus participants also attributed increased empathy and open-mindedness, 

particularly for their peers with diverse life experiences, to their membership in TGC. 

TGC allowed some participants to interact with people who they would not typically 

interact with or are very different from them. Betty detailed her experiences in high 

school compared to the environment at TGC:  
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I learned who I really value outside of TGC too because there [are] 

people here who are different and who maybe I wouldn’t be friends 

with at school but I’m very close with. And it’s like, I’ve realized 

maybe like at school they’re not as bad. Because I’ve always been 

stuck in like my little bubble in school a little bit, so coming here, it’s 

been very opening.  

Betty attended a high school that had many groups or categories of people. Despite 

some peers at school being judgmental towards different groups of people, Betty saw 

value in being more tolerant of others, which she attributed to her experience in TGC. 

She contrasted some friends’ attitudes at school with her own:  

[My friends at school] just look at the bad things or like, the 

embarrassing things that [other people] do. And I’m like, so what? 

They’re doing their own things. They’re having fun. Let them be, you 

know? They’re living their own lives. 

Other participants also described that TGC helped them to learn to get along 

with different types of people, even people who they did not always like. Lucy 

mentioned that going on tours helped singers “[learn how to] coexist with people even 

when [they] don’t like them.” Betty described this tolerance for others as a “patience 

that comes from nowhere.” Tour meant travelling in close proximity with others, 

sharing rooms and bathrooms with others. Lisa explained: 

With tour especially, you learn how to set boundaries and also learn 

how to stay within people’s boundaries. Because the last thing you 

want is to be in a bad place with someone and you have to be with them 

for still another week. So it’s really just about be[ing] a good person– 

don’t be jerky. 

Adapting to others’ differences and personalities helped participants to become 

more socially aware. Additionally, some learned how to balance leadership and team 

participation skills. Lisa, whose perfect pitch made her a very accurate musician, felt 

that being in TGC helped her “stand out while also helping [her] blend in with the 

crowd at the same time.” Her experience as a chorister improved her ability to work 
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effectively in a group. She learned to lend her keen musicianship skills when 

appropriate while simultaneously maintaining good relationships with the other 

students. Lisa reported feeling proud of the progress she made in this area. 

All participants identified that they grew in their confidence, self-reflection, 

patience, and tolerance for others as a result of singing in TGC. Each participant 

identified areas of personal growth, speaking proudly of their own development. They 

appreciated the life skills TGC had taught them, and Lucy even joked about wanting to 

write a “college essay about how choir skills translate to real life.”  

Development of Musical Skills 

In addition to valuing the personal life skills they had developed in TGC, the 

participants appreciated the musical skills they gained. As a result of membership in 

TGC, participants noticed growth in their own musical skills; they felt deep 

appreciation for these musical learning opportunities. Ivis stated that it was a joy to be 

able to learn new musical skills, noting that “[I feel like] you always advance [as a 

musician] every single time you are here.” Similarly, Lucy loved the creative 

fulfillment she got in TGC when singing challenging songs.  

Participants who took part in choirs at school frequently compared their 

experiences to those in TGC, noting that they felt like they grew more musically and 

that TGC felt significantly more advanced than their choirs at school. They felt school 

choirs were more relaxed or less serious than TGC. Lucy explained: 

For me, the treble choir has always been like bigger, faster, stronger. 

This is a group of better musicians . . . this is like, school choir is like 

diet choir and this is like– choir. 

The focus participants noted that being in an auditioned choir in TGC allowed them to 

operate at a more advanced level than in their school choirs. Specifically, they 
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appreciated learning harder music, moving more quickly through repertoire, and 

pushing themselves further. Lisa described TGC as being “more serious about that 

concept of like having a more cohesive choir that can sing more advanced songs.” 

Additionally, because singers in TGC sometimes sang by themselves for voicing 

exercises, Lucy and Betty felt they were able to build confidence as musicians. 

Participants clearly expressed this confidence when they described TGC as being a 

professional choir. This professional quality meant singers took their commitment 

seriously, pushed themselves musically, and felt honored by their TGC membership. 

 Many singers noted how they viewed and heard music differently because of 

what they’ve learned at TGC. They described being more attuned to dynamics, 

harmonies, balance, and blend when listening to other choirs. As Lucy put it: 

I feel like I definitely have more of a love for music and music theory 

[now that I’ve participated in TGC], and [now I understand] the 

components of a choir, because now I hear choirs and I’m like, 'Their 

dynamics are off, that section is a little quiet, that was a beautiful 

harmony, they’re really in tune.’ And like, I notice that now. 

Lisa agreed, explaining, “[I] hear things differently now” and “[I’m in] agony 

whenever I hear a choir that’s out of tune.” Ivis attributed their keep musicianship to 

the singers in TGC “get[ting] an ear for what the conductor may hear” and joked, “[I] 

feel like we’re all becoming Mr. Wilson.”  

Other musical skills students learned while participating in TGC included 

blend, music theory, and reading music. For instance, after participating in TGC for 

numerous years, Lucy noted feeling more confident about her ability to blend with 

choral ensembles. Betty appreciated that she learned how to sight read because of 

TGC. Ivis felt grateful because TGC gave them extensive experience with music 
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theory and performing. Individuals’ musical growth fostered by participating in TGC 

allowed some singers to become musical leaders in other spaces. Lucy noted:  

I know about music theory now. I’m a section leader at school and . . . I 

was talking to people about time signatures, and I wouldn’t have 

known that if my TGC director wasn’t like ‘Hey everyone go on 

musictheory.net and let’s do music, key signature kahoots.’ 

Lisa and Ivis also described feeling more confident in school choirs because of 

knowledge learned in TGC. Overall, the ensemble provided a space where singers 

grew in their individual musicianship. 

Pride and Connection to Musical Product 

Not only did singers grow as musicians because of TGC, but they also created 

musical products that they deemed as excellent. Because Mr. Wilson held the students 

to a high standard, the singers rehearsed and performed at a level that made them feel 

proud. Participants identified several musical moments when they felt a sense of 

accomplishment, pride, and awe. During the focus group interview, Ivis talked about 

how rewarding it feels after the ensemble masters a piece of music that initially felt 

challenging. They explained, “It’s really musically fulfilling when something that was 

initially hard to listen to at first becomes something very beautiful.” Lisa agreed, and 

said: 

Yeah, I think about it the same way, I just think it’s like, almost surreal, 

thinking about when we first hear a song, just listening to it and we 

have no idea what’s going on. And then when we learn it, it just comes 

fully together and it’s a really cool sound. 

All of the participants spoke about the sense of accomplishment they felt while in 

TGC. They consistently felt challenged as musicians and valued having a challenge 

that required them to work hard to achieve their musical goals. Sometimes, achieving 

a polished musical product involved discomfort during the process. For example, in 
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the focus group interview, the participants described feeling intimidated during 

rehearsals when each singer sang parts of songs by themselves for voicing or part 

testing. Looking back, the participants laughed while speaking fondly about these 

exercises, crediting their directors with building character. Despite feeling initially 

intimidated, the singers welcomed these opportunities to learn and build new skills. 

The perceived difficulty of the music made participants feel valued, excited to 

participate, and proud to be a part of TGC. 

 Collaborating with other hard-working young musicians contributed to the 

eventual pride in the musical product. Simply singing in a group with other musicians 

who they viewed as talented made participants feel proud of what the ensemble 

accomplished together. Betty explained: 

There’s always somebody who’s singing louder so you can maybe 

like– if you don’t feel good about that song– you could try to 

piggyback off of that . . . but also improve yourself. So it’s always a 

good feeling to just know there’s somebody there who knows that 

they’re doing. 

Since the overall skill of the singers in TGC was relatively high, singers could rely on 

other ensemble members for support; this allowed singers to grow with the help of 

others.  

Focus participants also described feeling especially proud when singing music 

that they connected to emotionally. Betty spoke about TGC repertoire:  

I think for a lot of our repertoire, [the pieces have] . . . deeper meanings 

behind them. [For example, this happens especially in] the Spring when 

a lot of our seniors are leaving. So even though [the songs] may sound 

pretty or they’re in a different language and you may not understand it, 

[there’s still] that meaning to us, the singers. We hold that when we 

sing. It’s like cooking; you cook with your heart.  
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The participants identified several specific songs as emotionally impactful. Messages 

that particularly seemed to resonate included those about growing up and coming 

together as a group. Of particular importance to the participants was a song with 

feminist messaging, “Warrior.” This piece exemplifies the significance of singers 

engaging with music that applies to their own experiences and identities. I discuss the 

participants’ thoughts and feelings about “Warrior” in more depth when addressing 

research question three.  

Unique Opportunities 

In addition to growing as individuals and feeling that they belong to a group, 

participants appreciated their membership in TGC because of the unique opportunities, 

especially travel. The annual tour allowed singers to travel to new places and 

experience new levels of independence. Additionally, members of TGC often 

experienced unique performance opportunities in the local area. For examples, TGC 

previously performed at professional sports games. During the time of data collection, 

the choir participated in a holiday recording session at a local TV station. Ivis called 

TGC an adventure and explained they loved being able to talk about the rewarding and 

unique experiences they had in the ensemble. Lucy described these experiences as 

“bananas” and loved that she had the opportunity to do so many things that other 

people her age would not normally have. When talking about tour, she said:  

[Tour] in itself is just a wild experience that I never would have 

experienced if not for TGC. And like, I can casually be like, ‘Yeah, I 

toured with the choir on the coast of France at the age of 13.’  

Betty and Lisa also spoke fondly of tour memories. In addition to enjoying the 

opportunity to travel to new places, they valued the lessons they learned while touring. 
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Just like gigging professional musicians, TGC’s professional atmosphere afforded 

them many opportunities that school choirs or smaller community choirs would not.  

Research Question Three 

Research question three explored how participants interacted with, explored, 

and understood their gender in their treble choir. For this question, I analyzed 

instances where participants reported thinking about gender or gender-related issues. 

Emergent themes for question three included: (a) misogyny and gender binary 

enforcement, (b) empowerment, and (c) gender and sexuality exploration. 

Misogyny and Gender Binary Enforcement 

Singers occasionally reported instances of misogyny or gender binary 

enforcement from others while participating in TGC. Notably, participants did not 

experience these instances from anyone directly involved in the organization. 

However, the singers did name some instances of misogyny and enforcement of the 

gender binary involving people outside the organization.  

Some participants noticed that other people reinforced the gender binary when 

referring to students in TGC. Some of these experiences occurred on TGC tours. For 

example, Betty described how personnel from cooperating choirs or venues used 

gendered language to describe members of TGC, referring to them as girls or ladies. 

Betty expressed discomfort with these remarks, because she knew that not everyone in 

the choir identified as female. She pointed out that the unnecessary use of binary 

language was not respectful to people who identified as gender expansive, and it 

sometimes made her uncomfortable. Interestingly, none of the students spoke about 

the name of the choir (The Girls’ Choir) and how that in of itself reinforces the gender 

binary.  
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In addition to reinforcement of the gender binary, some participants noted 

experiencing instances of misogyny and resulting microaggressions, particularly while 

on tour. For instance, Lucy reported being catcalled for the first time while in another 

country with TGC: 

I got yelled at by the people in the streets of France and I think I’m a 

tougher person for it. That was the first time I got catcalled. Not that 

the choir is putting us in danger; it was just messed up. Yeah. But [I 

remember thinking], ‘Oh I don’t like that. Now I know what 

[catcalling] is–what that means.’  

Lucy, a 13-year-old during this experience, had a strong reaction to the experience. 

For her, the catcalling illuminated a way in which she might be treated differently 

because of her gender. This critical memory seemed to act as the foundation of her 

understanding about misogyny. 

Some participants recognized that people held misogynistic attitudes with 

relation to TGC’s relationship with their partner organization, TBC. Lucy explained 

that she noticed sexist attitudes amongst community members who compared TBC 

with TGC:  

I think some people, mostly like older, not older men, but like older 

generation of guys, they don’t really look at us and when they would 

kind of look past us in a way. Because we’ve only been around for 

coming up to 11 years and we’re not as large as like, the boys 

choir…So it’s like some people definitely just kind of see us as like, a 

ghost, or like they just looked through a window. But I think there’s 

some people who give us big chances, and it’s honestly so nice that 

they give us these beautiful chances to start growing as a girls choir . . . 

So there’s definitely a mix of people who appreciate us and the people 

who just [think] ‘They’re here.’ 

Potentially due to TBC’s longer-standing reputation, Betty felt that this attitude of 

viewing TGC as lesser-than sometimes led to the ensemble being overlooked for gigs. 

In other conversations, Betty acknowledged that TBC had a reputable background and 
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more experience and Lucy explained that she thinks TBC performs at a higher level 

than TGC, stating that, “there’s a skill difference between us.” However, the singers in 

TGC clearly desired to be taken just as seriously as TBC. For instance, Betty stated, 

“we’re very professional too.” Overall, singer participants in TGC did view 

themselves as professionals and felt strongly about their musicianship. Their directors’ 

high expectations allowed them to feel empowered in their abilities and performances, 

despite the potential sexism in the surrounding community. 

Empowerment 

Despite occasionally experiencing misogyny or gender binary enforcement 

while in TGC, the choir also provided many opportunities for the participants to 

develop feelings of empowerment. Empowerment emerged as an important value for 

participants while singing in TGC. For some participants, feminist empowerment 

resonated the most, for others, empowerment resulted more from positive messages 

about growing up. Performing at a high level and identifying as members of 

professional choir organization validated the participants’ work, resulting in feelings 

of pride about singing in a treble ensemble.  

Three of the four singer-participants specifically appreciated singing in a treble 

choir (as opposed to a mixed ensemble). For Betty, Lucy, and Ivis, the predominantly 

female, treble environment of TGC added meaning to the experience. In contrast, Lisa 

thought the community of TGC served a more important purpose and placed little 

additional meaning on the treble environment. Lucy loved that TGC provided a 

positive female community and described how singing with TGC helped her feel more 

empowered in choral spaces. She explained: 

Because I’ve been in TGC, my mind has always been like, ‘I am a 

choral person. The choral world is for me.’ And it’s like, I’ve faced like 
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sexism in the choral world, but not to such an intense degree. For me, 

choir has always been [my place]—not in a weird way—but like [choir 

is] a girl thing. 

Betty also described feeling more comfortable in the all girls environment of TGC and 

said, “the girls here I feel like are better at comforting [than boys].” However, she was 

also felt that TGC could be a caring place for more than just girls and said: 

Being a girl in this ensemble is such an eye-opening experience 

because there’s some people again who don’t feel like they’re a girl or 

who feel like . . . maybe they’re just finding themselves, they’re 

struggling . . . maybe they’re not struggling. So it’s like, you know . . . 

but we’re all accepted here, girl or whatever you might feel like you 

are.  

Ivis, who did not identify as female, also expressed comfort in the primarily female 

treble choir:  

Being in a treble choir, I think it’s just safer, in a way where we have 

more in common, and we have the strength to be able to sing together 

in the time. When we’re in a mixed choir, I feel like it’s harder to do 

that when people care more than others. Well, people still do that here, 

people care more than others here about how we perform but in a 

mixed choir, I feel like it’s harder to get together. 

In other conversations, Ivis described having negative experiences in mixed choirs 

because the baritones in the choir “were only there to go on the musical field trip and 

the end of the year” and would “disrupt the class all the time.” Further, Ivis felt like 

they had more in common with other singers in TGC, and therefore could more easily 

make connections than in mixed choirs. Furthermore, Ivis felt comforted by the 

presence of other queer individuals in TGC. Throughout our conversations, Ivis did 

not express discomfort in being in a treble choir that was explicitly labeled The Girls’ 

Choir. Instead, Ivis appreciated that the directors in the organization readily respected 

them when they changed their name to Ivis. Furthermore, Mr. Wilson’s avoidance of 

gendered language and commitment to using singers’ correct names and pronouns 
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helped Ivis to appreciate the positive experiences they encountered related to their 

gender expression around their peers, directors, and others in TGC. 

In addition to feeling empowered by the supportive and welcoming 

environment in TGC, many participants cited repertoire as a source of empowerment. 

Specifically, participants appreciated songs with messages about identity and personal 

growth. Lisa mentioned that songs of self-awareness and empowerment resonated with 

her and she would happily sing them again. In particular, participants cited the song 

“Warrior,” written by Kim Baryluk, numerous times. The song (Baryluk, 2012) details 

the journey of woman through her life: 

 

I was a shy and lonely girl – with the heavens in my eyes;  
And as I walked along the lane – I heard the echoes of her cries.  
 
I cannot fight, I cannot a warrior be;  
It’s not my nature nor my duty. 
It is the womanhood in me.  
 
I was a lost and angry youth – there were no tears in my eyes.  
I saw no justice in my world – only the echoes of her cries.  
 
I cannot fight, I cannot a warrior be;  
It is my nature – not my duty.  
It is the womanhood in me.  
 
I am an older woman now – and I will heed my own cries; 
And I will a fierce warrior be – ‘til not another woman dies. 
 
I can and will fight, I can and will a warrior be;  
It is my nature and my teaching.  
It is the sister-hood in me.  
 
I can and will fight, I can and will a warrior be;  
It is my teaching and my duty – it is the sisterhood in me. 
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All of the participants spoke about the song with great admiration and had personal 

thoughts about what the song meant to them. For example, Lucy said “Warrior” had a 

“feminine type of strength” and Betty told me it was her favorite song. The song 

resonated with participants because they could relate to the hesitancy and uncertainty 

of the younger girl, and they found comfort in the confidence and strength of the older, 

wiser woman. As Betty explained:  

It was about a woman growing up and it spoke about when she was a 

little girl, when she got through her teenage years, her young adult 

years/mid-adult years, and then when she was finally older and she was 

stronger than ever, at her most beautiful–her blossoming time. As time 

goes on, she just got so much stronger, and I think it conveyed a 

message to us that even if things now are hard for us, that in the future 

we’re gonna be stronger and we’re gonna maybe get challenged. We 

thought when we were in our teens that we couldn’t handle [challenges] 

then, but when we got older we might be able to handle them.  

Singing “Warrior” proved a powerful experience for Lucy as well. She enjoyed the 

“specific type of storytelling” that a choir of young women could access when singing 

about other women and felt moved when singing about the inherent power that comes 

with being a woman.  

Though the feminist messaging in “Warrior” was clear to the singers, the song 

also sparked self-reflection in Betty and Ivis, students who had questioned their gender 

identities. Betty wondered if the woman in “Warrior” had similar problems as she had 

with navigating school and her gender identity. Though Ivis did not identify as female, 

they connected to the song’s message of growth and strength. When discussing 

“Warrior,” Ivis explained that they wondered if they had similar experiences to the 

younger woman in the song, and if they will ever feel like the stronger, older woman. 

In the focus group, Ivis elaborated: 



 74 

I feel like being like the speaker in “Warrior,” like the voice I feel is 

what I strive to be someone who was once lonely and unprotected, [but] 

now . . . strive[s] to protect those same girls that felt that way. 

Ivis also mentioned that “Warrior made me feel more comfortable with an image of 

myself that was not binary” and “made me realize that you don’t have to think too 

much about how you want other people to think about you.” Instead, they could 

prioritize living in the moment. For Ivis, this meant letting go of expectations others 

might have for them, feeling grateful for the things they already have, and expressing 

themselves in a way that makes them feel comfortable. 

This community of young treble singers, comprised of primarily young female-

identifying people, supported and encouraged each other. Additionally, the choir 

regularly rehearsed and performed pieces that singers felt connected to, sometimes due 

to feminist messaging or content. Together, these experiences facilitated feelings of 

empowerment. Sometimes, like with Lucy, that empowerment felt deeply connected to 

feminism. Other participants, like Betty, Ivis, or Lisa, felt more deeply touched by the 

idea that growth is a part of life. Overall, TGC provided a space where many singers 

felt supported in their own gender identity and could explore issues of gender such as 

feminism.  

Gender and Sexuality Exploration 

Feeling confident and empowered in the ensemble made TGC a safe space for 

students to explore their gender and sexuality. Both Betty and Ivis experimented or 

changed pronouns while in TGC. Betty, who tried out using they/them pronouns but 

now uses she/her pronouns, talked about her experience: 

So I felt more comfortable here [in TGC] saying, ‘Oh, my pronouns 

were they/them’ and I was very comfortable with saying that or telling 

people deep things that I felt. I don’t know, it’s just . . . it helped me a 

lot, yeah. [Participating in this choir] helped me, like now to expresses 
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how I feel, not with specifically gender stuff but just with emotions in 

general with other people. 

Ivis’ gender identity changed during their time at TGC. Ivis described feeling 

validated by peers in TGC who noticed they had cut their hair and changed their name. 

In our one-on-one interview, Ivis explained what they learned about themself by 

singing in the ensemble:  

I’ve learned that cutting my hair was a really good idea. Because it 

used to be down to my shoulders. When I came back–because I cut my 

hair in the middle of the pandemic, but I wasn’t here during the 

pandemic–when I came back, it was kind of a shock [to the other 

singers] but it was a really good decision. 

Ivis cut their hair to signal outwardly to others that something about them had 

changed. Though Ivis was guarded about explaining their gender to others, they 

described how returning to TGC and being accepted with their new identity felt 

validating:  

So going back into public with this different sense of myself, I [didn’t] 

know how people [were] going to react. I didn’t want to . . . like, cause 

a stir, but I wanted people to notice something different. So I’m glad it 

didn’t come off as bad at all, but it definitely came off [differently to] 

different people. I think some people didn’t even notice. I think the 

people that did actually know me, they did notice something. When 

they notice[d] something about my hair, then they notice[d] something 

else about me that was different. And I had to explain to them that ‘Oh, 

things are different. And I hope that’s understandable in some way.’  

Ivis appreciated the validation from their friends in TGC, and the respect from 

directors and staff who used appropriate names and pronouns after they changed how 

they identified. Both of these factors allowed Ivis to feel comfortable in the ensemble 

and experiment with expressing themselves to others. Ivis also credited “other queer 

people in the choirs . . . [as] role models” who inspired them to experiment with 

gender expression. Being surrounded by people who expressed their gender differently 
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or who articulated their queerness openly allowed Ivis and others to feel more 

comfortable navigating their own feelings about gender identity.  

 Supportive role models and peers in TGC not only helped participants feel 

more comfortable exploring their gender identity, but also their sexuality. Some 

participants described being around other queer people in TGC as validating. Lucy 

explained that in middle school, TGC was her first all-girl friend group and that she 

liked being able to regularly interact with other girls. This helped Lucy realize she was 

bisexual: 

When I was in early middle school, I was only friends with guys—

terrible experience–0 out of 10, would not recommend. But TGC was 

my first girl friend group . . . I legitimately [did] not interact with 

women that often, so going to TGC I was like “WOAHH, this is nice” 

and like, weird . . . I don’t want to say – this is like slightly off topic – I 

had my gay awakening at TGC. I am [now] bisexual. That best friend I 

mentioned [at TGC] had me googling “Am I gay quizzes.” Shoutout to 

her, that was . . . a fun time. 

Similarly, Ivis described how being around so many girls their age made them think 

“there was something going on” with their sexuality. For them, “being surrounded by 

a lot of people who were already having that kind of knowledge about themselves” 

helped them realize they might not identify as heterosexual. Betty had a similar 

experience:  

Back during COVID, when I was trying to discover myself, there was a 

girl [in TGC]. I don’t remember who she was– she graduated that year–

and I was . . . gay for her and I [remember] texting my one friend who 

doesn’t go here anymore [during rehearsal] and she was like ‘No 

who?!’ and I was trying to point her out like the whole practice. 

Participants exploring their own sexuality emerged as a prominent topic during the 

focus group interview. Once the first participant shared their story, Betty, Lucy, and 

Ivis all began exchanging memories and laughter about how TGC was a validating and 
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welcoming space for their queer feelings. I noted the camaraderie and supportive 

nature of the conversations, as well as a lack of inhibition when talking about their 

sexuality. The focus participants ended this portion of the conversation by reiterating 

how they value the diversity of TGC and that they respect everybody in the ensemble. 

Their discussion of queer experiences in the ensemble exemplified how the 

community that had developed over time allowed them to feel safe to explore and 

experiment with both their gender and sexuality.  

Summary 

In this chapter, I presented the findings that emerged from my case study at 

TGC. From my qualitative analysis, findings emerged related to my three research 

questions. For research questions one and two, I explored how participants described 

their treble choir experience and what values they attributed to singing in the choir. 

Participants viewed their time in TGC positively, and their values emerged as the 

following themes: (a) belonging, (b) individual development, (c) pride and connection 

to musical product (d) unique opportunities. For research question three, I explored 

how participants explored, interacted with, and understood their gender within a treble 

choir. I analyzed instances in which participants reported thinking about or noticing 

how they interacted with gender while in the ensemble. Three themes emerged: (a) 

misogyny and gender binary enforcement, (b) empowerment, and (c) gender and 

sexuality exploration and representation.  



 78 

Chapter 5 

DISCUSSION 

The purpose of this instrumental case study was to explore how singers interact 

with, explore, and understand their gender in a high school treble choir. In this 

discussion, I make connections between this study’s findings and existing literature 

before elaborating on the implications for in-service choral educators, preservice 

teachers, and preservice teacher educators. Finally, I will provide suggestions for 

future research.  

Participants in this study clearly viewed their participation in TGC as 

overwhelmingly positive. TGC exemplified a choir that had succeeded in creating a 

sense of community and belonging amongst its singers. TGC participants described 

feeling comfortable in the community and connected to others around them; they had a 

great deal of respect for their peers and director. Previous researchers have 

investigated community and belonging in treble choirs and found similar results 

(Bartolome, 2013; Parker, 2010, 2016). Furthermore, many of the participants credited 

TGC for providing a new social group, or expanding their own social circles, similar 

to findings in other studies (Adderly et al., 2003; Hylton 1981; Parker, 2014). Lisa and 

Betty described changes in social awareness and the way they interact with others, 

which demonstrated how the ensemble allowed them to develop their own social 

skills. Similarly, Adderly et al. (2003) reported that student participants appreciated 

gaining social experiences via ensemble participation, and Hallam (2010) drew a 

connection between social skills and positive musical experiences. Previous research 
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by Parker (2010, 2016) identified the choral ensemble’s capacity to operate as a safe 

space; participants in TGC reinforced this idea, frequently describing TGC as safe or 

comfortable. TGC also provided several elements that researchers have identified as 

improving community: including trips as pivotal bonding experiences, and an elective 

and competitive choral experience (Parker, 2016). Additionally, participants in TGC 

held a great deal of respect for their director, which contributed to their overall 

positive feelings for the ensemble. While the current study did not focus on director 

behavior or practices, previous researchers like Parker (2016) have pointed to director 

practices that can facilitate positive experiences for singers, such as emphasis on 

community, purposefully working to enhance belonging, and intentional bonding 

experiences for new students.  

Perhaps influenced by the positive environment of TGC, participants described 

feeling connected with others in the treble ensemble. Damsgaard and Brinkman (2022) 

attributed social connectedness in choirs to interactions that occur while singing 

together (e.g., working together, eye contact across sections, emotional processing). 

While these feelings of connectedness possibly could have resulted from the 

aforementioned interactions, singers in this study instead focused on connectedness as 

a result of similar voicings and gender. For instance, several participants in TGC 

attributed their feelings of connectedness to the all treble composition of the choir; 

three out of the four participants felt specifically connected to other singers in TGC 

because they all had treble voices, and because of the “all girls” environment. Notably, 

the adolescent participants used gendered and non-gendered language interchangeably 

when describing feelings of connection. Lucy, for example, mentioned feeling 

connected both because the singers could all sing each other’s parts, and because she 
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thought TGC could access a specific type of “feminine storytelling” as a group of 

people in a “positive female community.” Ivis, who did not identify as female, 

similarly identified feeling more connected to other treble voices and feeling safer in 

the treble choir than in an SATB choir. Ivis viewed TGC as a safe space because of 

other similarly dedicated ensemble members, and people who modeled varying gender 

expressions and queerness openly.  

Though not all focus participants identified as female or expressed their gender 

in the same way, they felt they had common experiences and could more easily relate 

to each other, perhaps because they had all been socialized as female. Interestingly, 

Betty expressed appreciation that girls in TGC might be better at comforting and 

supporting each other than boys their age. As the dominant culture in the United States 

often socializes boys to be less emotional or less sensitive (Gupta et al., 2023; Koza, 

1993a; Pascoe, 2012), participants may have appreciated a mostly female environment 

that encouraged them to freely express their own emotions relate to the emotions of 

others. The participants’ emphasis on connection reflected findings outlined by Parker 

(2018) who discovered that women’s ensembles created a uniquely powerful 

environment to feel more unified with other singers. In Parker’s study (2018), 

participants felt more relaxed in a single-gender ensemble and reported valuing 

relationships in choir, self-confidence gained in the ensemble, and increased musical 

development because of singing with other trebles. McKiernan and McNickle (2023) 

also reported that women’s choirs—as opposed to all-gender choirs—provided a space 

that felt safer to the participants, providing singers a space with in which they could 

more easily connect to each other.  
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Singers also grew as individuals because of TGC, explaining that singing in the 

choir helped them to develop patience, self-awareness, tolerance, and empathy for 

others. The patience and ability to coexist with others described by participants is 

similar to findings by Hallam (2010), who noted that singers developed vital social 

skills as a result of participating in choir. Ivis spoke frequently about how choir 

created opportunities for their own self-reflection, allowing them to consider how they 

related to others and to the repertoire they sang. Ivis believed these moments 

contributed to their own self-awareness overall. In a study of the social-emotional 

impact of singing, Damsgaard and Brinkman (2022) determined that the emotional 

processing that occurred while singing helped singers become more aware of 

themselves and develop stronger social bonds.  

Especially in the focus group, singers emphasized how they developed 

musically in TGC. In addition to appreciating singing in a choir that felt advanced, 

participants noted how much they had grown in their musicianship. Many other 

researchers have found musical benefits to participating in choir. For instance, Barrett 

and Zhukov (2022a) concluded that singing in an excellent choir could both serve as a 

vital part of a child’s musical development and enhance personal growth. The current 

study’s themes further support the aforementioned findings, as all the focus 

participants felt the choir had been a critical place for their personal and musical 

growth. Singer-participants were also incredibly proud of their accomplishments in 

choir. They reported feeling challenged by their repertoire and deeply satisfied when 

difficult pieces were fully realized. Their feelings of pride and ownership of their 

musical product are similar to Morrison (2001), who found that the shared ownership 

of musical products created enhanced senses of community. Similarly, Papageorgi et 
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al. (2022) found that singing in high-quality programs helped to increase young 

people’s sense of self and self-esteem. Similarly, participants in the current study felt 

proud of their musicianship and musical abilities, which yielded feelings of confidence 

in themselves. Additionally, TGC singers thought of themselves as professionals, 

which contributed to their sense of choral excellency; choral excellency potentially 

enhanced the musical benefits of their participation (Barrett & Zhukov, 2022a, 2022b). 

Singers appreciating high musical standards is not unique to this study. In a similar 

study of an intensive summer choral program, participants in Barrett and Zhukov 

(2022b) appreciated being surrounded by like-minded peers, or “choir nerds,” (p. 11) 

who matched their passions for music and enjoyed the challenge of a musically 

demanding program and professional expectations.   

Singing in TGC also served as an artistic and emotional outlet for singer-

participants. The work they accomplished together elicited feelings of emotional 

connection to their repertoire and made them proud to belong to the ensemble. 

Previous studies have affirmed the value of choir as an emotional outlet for singers 

(Clift et al., 2001; Damsgaard & Brinkman, 2022; Hallam, 2010). Further, the 

emotional connection TGC singer-participants reported could be connected to 

Damsgaard and Brinkman's (2022) finding that choral singing might aid in emotional 

processing because singers must often interpret text and meaning of their repertoire. 

Several participants in the current study mentioned thinking more deeply about texts 

of songs they sang, especially for songs like “Warrior.” The unique connection 

participants felt to songs like “Warrior” may illustrate the importance of selecting 

relatable or emotionally accessible repertoire. 
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The emotional connection, feelings of safety, and strong community of TGC 

served as an environment for growth also aided singer-participants in exploring 

gender, gender expression, and sexuality within the ensemble. Many participants 

showed awareness of thinking about gender and gender issues in society; these 

emerging complex beliefs and opinions appeared appropriate and typical of 

adolescents (Green & Patton, 2020; Kessler et al., 2007). Three out of four of the 

participants had thought critically about their own gender identities and questioned if 

their assigned sex matched how they felt about gender. Betty experimented with using 

they/them pronouns while in choir, and Ivis embraced their own nonbinary identity 

during their time in TGC. One can draw parallels between Betty and Ivis’ experiences 

and a study by Fisher (2020), who explored the experiences of transgender musicians 

in a gay men’s chorus. In Fisher’s (2020) study, choir provided a safe space for 

identity exploration due to supportive peers and conductors who insisted on 

maintaining a positive and safe space. Similarly, according to the singer-participants 

TGC it seemed that a safe and welcoming choir community served as a prerequisite 

for members of the ensemble to feel comfortable enough to experiment and explore 

their identities within the choral context. Interestingly, while participants felt strongly 

that everyone should be welcomed in TGC regardless of identity or expression, 

participants did not mention issues with the name of the organization (which does 

imply gender segregation). Only one of the participants identified as gender expansive, 

yet several other participants demonstrated enough awareness about societal gender 

norms to be aware of the implications of the name. For Ivis, the inclusive practices of 

the organization seemed to outweigh the gendered name. Furthermore, Ivis’ flexibility 

about how people perceived them worked to their advantage. For example, Ivis also 
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did not report having issues with TGC uniform– a choir dress. Though such questions 

did not fall under the scope of this study, I wondered if Ivis expressing discomfort 

about wearing gendered clothing for performance would have complicated TGC’s 

ability to accommodate Ivis.  

Participants also seemed open to both exploring their own queerness in choir 

and discussing those experiences with peers. An earlier study, Palkki and Caldwell 

(2018) explored the idea of choir being a “safe space” for LGBTQ students. They 

discovered that while choir is sometimes a safe space or has the potential to be a safe 

space, many LGBTQ students desired their directors to speak more often or more 

openly about their support of LGBTQ students. Though my research did not focus on 

director practices related to queer students, the openness of TGC participants seemed 

to indicate they felt safe expressing queerness. While in a focus group discussion, 

participants began exchanging stories of their “gay awakenings” that happened while 

in TGC. While Betty, Lucy, and Ivis had varying experiences realizing their 

sexualities, all three appreciated socializing with peers who were concurrently 

exploring queerness and having queer role models in TGC. I am uncertain if the 

students openly discussed their queer crushes in TGC when they initially felt them, or 

if the adolescents discussed them openly for one of the first times in our focus group 

interview. However, the students’ comfort as they discussed their own queerness with 

peers and a significantly less familiar researcher seemed like a testament to the 

openness of the community in TGC. 

Unfortunately, participants in TGC were still confronted with misogyny and 

enforcement of the gender binary. Despite directors in TGC using appropriate 

pronouns or avoiding gendered language, others outside of the organization sometimes 
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used terms like “ladies” or “girls” to refer to the ensemble. Due to the gendered name 

of the choir, outsiders may have presumed the acceptability of such language. 

However, this language bothered Betty, who felt it was not an inclusive or respectful 

way to refer to the ensemble. Ivis, a gender expansive participant, did not report 

instances of gender discrimination and they reported to “not care” about how people 

referred to them, though they typically did not explain the intricacies of their gender 

identity to others. Ivis and Betty’s thoughts about gendered language use within the 

ensemble reflect Palkki’s (2016, 2017) assertion that the experiences of nonbinary and 

gender expansive singers are unique, and each individual may have different thoughts 

about ensemble traditions. Palkki (2017) reminds us that transgender students face 

unique challenges in choral programs they must navigate.  

As TGC had a more established partner organization, TBC, some participants 

reported how others compared them to TBC. Based on participant reports, most of the 

comparisons seemed to result from TBC’s long history in the region and their more 

renowned reputation as a performing choir. However, while participants in TGC felt 

that they were in an excellent choir, they also reported that students in TBC might 

have more skills or experience. Based on our conversations, I find it difficult to 

ascertain if actual differences in skill level exist, or if this perception is based on 

biased reputations, because I did not observe TBC. Given the impact that the choral 

hierarchy has on many other choral programs (Koza, 1994; O’Toole, 1998), gender-

separated choirs under the same organization might also unintentionally perpetuate 

biases. Notably, comparisons or difficulties that arose because of TGC and TBC’s 

close relationship did not deter TGC participants from having positive, empowering 

experiences.  
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Singing in TGC provided participants with many experiences where they felt 

empowered. Participants felt empowered because of feminist repertoire, their own 

abilities, and repertoire with positive messages about growing up and becoming one’s 

fully-realized self. Participants felt honored by the “professional” nature and high 

standards of TGC, which elevated treble singing in their own minds. They frequently 

compared their work in TGC to mixed ensembles at school and consistently saw that 

TGC—and therefore treble singing—felt more advanced. Though singers faced 

occasional comparisons to their partner organization, TBC, singer-participants in TGC 

consistently heard they were talented young musicians and upheld high expectations in 

the ensemble. This messaging from directors and organization leaders meant they 

never questioned the value of their work in TGC. 

Participants also enjoyed singing explicitly feminist repertoire that they could 

relate to. I noted the prevalence of the song “Warrior” by Kim Baryluk in my 

conversations with the participants. The positive message about growth and feminism 

within the song strongly resonated with participants and facilitated feelings of 

empowerment. Womack (2009) found similar results in their study of a North Carolina 

women’s chorus that identified as “feminist” and intentionally performed music that 

“celebrates women’s lives” (p. 53)—which singers reported as integral to their choral 

experience. Even Ivis, who did not identify as female, identified many songs in TGC 

as meaningful. They specifically mentioned feeling inspired by the message of 

“Warrior,” particularly the idea of protecting other young girls once they become older 

and wiser. Ivis felt these mirrored goals they had for themselves and wanted to be able 

to protect and guide others someday. 
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Overall, participants indicated that TGC demonstrated the value of a strong 

community within a choral ensemble, the need for musical challenges, and the 

potential for singers to navigate questions of gender, sexuality, and identity in a choral 

space where they feel safe and supported. The sense of community and belonging felt 

by the current study’s participants acted as the basis for which other important skills 

and relationships could be built. Each participant felt valued and respected in the 

ensemble and reported that they aimed to also treat their peers and director with a 

similar level of respect. Feeling safe to take musical risks and make mistakes allowed 

singers to make great strides in their musicianship. Further, TGC consistently 

challenged participants musically, and their directors encouraged them to meet 

challenges with enthusiasm and hard work. Their musical and artistic 

accomplishments spurred deep pride in their work in their treble choir and encouraged 

them to continue their involvement. TGC also provided a safe space for these singers 

to explore and experiment with their gender identity. Because participants felt 

connected to those around them, they opened up about their own identities and felt 

comfortable sharing these complex thoughts with peers. Additionally, despite feeling 

misogyny and gender bias in the world around them, singer participants in TGC felt 

empowered by their experiences in the ensemble and held positive views of 

themselves, their gender, and their place in the world.  

Implications 

Overall, participant experiences in TGC demonstrated the importance of a 

strong community within a choral ensemble, the need for musical challenges, and the 

potential for singers to navigate questions of gender, sexuality, and identity in a choral 

space where they feel safe and supported. Choral educators should continue to 
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consider the ways they could uplift marginalized genders and update practices to be 

more inclusive. By having conversations with gender expansive students about their 

individual goals for their choral experience, educators could greatly enhance their 

experiences. Dialogue that honors student perspective serves as an important tenet of 

Critical Pedagogy and the Listening Guide and could help students feel empowered. 

Choir could be a safe and empowering space for all genders when educators focus on 

creating positive experiences and relationships.  

Furthermore, findings in this study indicated that students notice misogyny and 

gender binary enforcement as they relate to their choral experiences. All choral 

educators, especially those dealing with adolescents, should reflect on and update their 

habitual speech and behavior (e.g., using terms like “ladies, “guys;” asking for “strong 

boys” to move equipment) which may enforce gender norms and harmful attitudes to 

break antiquated cycles of gender policing. Preservice music educators should 

consider how biased practices in their own school choir programs may have 

influenced their current attitudes about choirs. Reflecting on biases and changing 

misogynistic and binary thinking patterns before stepping into the classroom might be 

crucial to enact positive change in the choral field. Preservice music teacher educators 

should teach future educators ways to identify biased thinking and include preservice 

teachers in brainstorming how they might enact meaningful changes in the field.  

Next, leaders in the choral field should consider the purpose and need for 

treble choirs. Many findings in this study indicate that treble choirs might serve as a 

uniquely valuable place for young people as treble choirs offer communities and safe 

spaces that differ from mixed choirs. When deciding eligibility criteria for 

participation in a treble choir, choral educators should consider how inclusion criteria 
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could maximize inclusivity. However, treble choir teachers experience difficulties 

separating themselves from gendered associations.  

The hierarchical organization of ensembles in a choral program can be 

problematic, especially when choirs are gendered. While a greater proportion of treble 

singers in a choir program may be common, choir teachers should reconsider the 

common practice of forming treble choirs solely as a refuge for excess sopranos and 

altos. Instead, choral educators should consider how outdated hierarchical structures 

could limit treble singers’ opportunities and may exemplify biased patterns of practice. 

Participating in a treble ensemble could create formative experiences for young 

singers, but choral directors must work to avoid misogyny and exclusivity based on 

gender identity. One example of changes in traditional hierarchical practices occurred 

at a recent ACDA Easter Region Division conference. In 2024, the ACDA Eastern 

Region Division alternated between highest score and next highest score placing 

sopranos and altos in the SATB and SSAA ensembles (i.e., first ranked soprano placed 

in SATB, second rated placed in SSAA, etc.) (ACDA East, 2024). This allowed the 

choirs to be more equal in ability and is one example of how choral directors can 

move away from ensemble hierarchies that imply gender bias. 

Educators should consider how they could foster community and belonging for 

all students and remember to acknowledge the multiple intersections of student 

identity. Music educators should consider how the ensemble’s policies honor the 

races, ethnicities, sexualities, and socioeconomic status of students within. 

Emphasizing relationship building and connection between the director and ensemble, 

and amongst ensemble members themselves could help facilitate an environment 

where students feel more comfortable making mistakes, learning, exploring new ideas 
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and reflecting on their own identities. This may include embracing complex or 

sensitive topics like racism, feminism, gender inclusion, and other social issues when 

possible. Additionally, openly discussing one’s support for LGBTQIA+ students 

whenever possible may help students in that community to feel safer and more 

supported in the choir. 

Finally, music educators should not underestimate the importance of providing 

appropriate challenges and setting high standards for their choir ensembles. 

Participants in the current study believed musical achievement was a vital part of their 

time in TGC. Though exact standards will look different for every choir, educators 

may still consider how they can challenge their students musically. Furthermore, 

programming music that singers relate to can also foster deeper emotional connection 

to the repertoire and overall experience. Above all, educators should remember that 

their choirs are made of unique human beings. Relationship building that honors each 

individual may be an important first step in any choir striving for a more gender 

inclusive ensemble. 

Suggestions for Future Research 

This study revealed that a positive community is vital in order for students to 

feel safe to understand and explore their gender. However, much more work remains, 

and future research could strengthen the choral field’s understanding of gender in 

choirs. Given the structural differences between community and school choirs, 

researchers should consider conducting similar studies in a school setting. This study 

was conducted in the mid-Atlantic region of the United States, and the perspectives of 

singers in other regions of the United States may be valuable. Future researchers could 

conduct similar studies in other regions of the United States. Additionally, future 
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research should be done that considers students of varying socioeconomic statuses. 

Furthermore, though researchers have explored feelings of community and belonging 

in choir, more research is needed to explore the elements of choral communities that 

aid LGBTQIA+ students in expressing and exploring their identities. For instance, 

researchers could explore both student and director perspectives in fostering safe 

spaces for LGBTQIA+ students.  

As the nature of treble choir and who will sing in them continues to evolve, 

researchers and educators must continue conversations on gendered policies in choirs. 

Researchers should consider exploring how singer values change as treble choirs 

update policies to become more gender inclusive. This study explored the experiences 

of a nonbinary participant who felt connected to the experiences of “girls” and some 

of the feminist messaging in some of the choir’s repertoire. However, Ivis’ story 

provides only one example of a nonbinary person’s experience in a treble space. As 

choirs evaluate how to adjust practices in response to the expanding gender landscape 

of the modern world, researchers should continue to center the perspectives of 

nonbinary and transgender singers in all types of ensembles. Additionally, reflection 

and research could be done to aid in-service choral educators in updating policies and 

practices for gender inclusivity.  

Conclusion 

The purpose of this instrumental case study was to explore how singers 

interacted with, explored, and understood their gender in a high school treble choir. 

Through documenting the lived experiences of singers in a treble choir, I highlighted 

the many benefits of singing in a treble choir. TGC provided a community, fostered 

musical and individual growth, nurtured pride in musicianship, and created unique 
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opportunities for the participants in this study. For many participants, TGC also 

created a safe space where they could explore and experiment with their gender 

identities. The results of this study indicate that treble singing provides formative 

musical and personal experiences. However, this study also highlighted the need for 

leaders in the choral community to engage in important conversations about including 

gender expansive singers in treble choirs to provide enriching experiences for all 

young singers. Overall, this study indicates the powerful meaning-making and identity 

exploration that can occur in treble spaces. When treble choirs are welcoming and 

encouraging, they can have a powerful impact on the lives of young singers.  
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Appendix B 

EMAIL RECRUITMENT TEMPLATE 

 

Hello! 

  

My name is Emily Haas and I am a graduate researcher at the University of Delaware. 

As a part of my master’s thesis, I am conducting a research project that focuses on 

treble chorus participants and I think The Girls’ Choir would be a great fit. 

  As a lifetime choral singer, and someone who has sung in many treble 

ensembles before, I am passionate about the choral experiences of young people and 

the formative potential of choral singing. Additionally, the choral field, like many 

others, does invite conversations about gender and gender bias. As part of the project, 

I would like to explore the lived experiences of students in a treble ensemble. I have 

included the purpose statement and research questions for you: 

  

The purpose of this instrumental case study is to explore how singers interact with, 

explore, and understand their gender in a high school treble choir. 

1. Describe their treble choir experience? 

2. Describe their values related to treble choir? 

3. Interact with, explore and understand their gender in a high school treble 

choir? 

  

The study itself would involve approximately three to five rehearsal observations, 

individual interviews with singers, and a focus group interview with the same singers, 

the most amount of time would be spent with 4 individuals, who would be a part of 

longer individual interviews and the focus group. 

  

I have heard wonderful things about your choir program and the community you have 

created, and I think it would be a great space to explore these questions. Please let me 

know if you are at all interested in participating and any questions you may have. I am 

happy to provide more information and look forward to the possibility of us working 

together. 

  

Thank you for your time! 

 

Best,  

Emily Haas 
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Appendix C 

RECRUITMENT SPEECH FOR CHOIR 

Hello! 

  

My name is Emily, and I am a graduate student researcher at the University of 

Delaware. I am doing research project about singers in treble choirs, which is why I’m 

speaking with you today. Your participation in this project is completely optional and 

there are no consequences if you do not wish to participate. If you choose to 

participate, you will be asked questions about your experience and values in The 

Girls’ Choir, and about gender and gender bias. This will take place either individually 

or in a small group and will last for about five minutes. After, four people will be 

selected for an additional individual interview and small group interview, each lasting 

between 30 minutes to one hour. I will be distributing consent forms and assent forms 

to you all. If you are over 18, you can sign your own consent form. If you are under 

18, your parent or guardian need to sign a consent form, and you need to sign the 

assent form before participating. I encourage you to take some time to read the forms 

carefully, think about your decision and reach out to me with any questions.  

  

Thank you all for your time!   
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Appendix D 

ASSENT FORM 

ASSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH 
Title of Study: Exploring gender and the lived experiences of singers in a treble choir: 

an instrumental case study 

 
Principal Investigator(s): Aimee Pearsall, Emily Haas 

 
I am asking if you want to be part of a research study. This form tells you what the 

study is about, what you will be asked to do if you want to be in the study, and the 

possible bad and good things about this study.  

 

WHAT IS THIS RESEARCH ABOUT? 
This research study is designed to better understand the values of singers in a treble 

choir, and how singing in a treble choir may help them understand their gender. We 

will talk about your experiences in choir, your gender identity, and if singing in choir 

has impacted any ideas you have about gender or gender bias. 

We are asking you if you want to be in it because you have a unique perspective as a 

young person who sings in a treble choir. 

 
WHAT WILL YOU BE ASKED TO DO? 

If you want to participate we will ask you to . . . 

� Participate in a short (five minute) preliminary interview. You will be able to 

choose if you would like to do this interview by yourself or with one to two 

friends! 
� Four participants will also participate in a second individual interview, lasting 

between thirty minutes and one hour. 
� The four participants who were interviewed individually will also participate in 

a focus group. The focus group will last between 30 minutes and one hour. 
� All interviews will occur during rehearsal at [rehearsal site] and will require 

no extra time commitments from you.  

WHAT ARE THE POSSIBLE BAD THINGS ABOUT THIS RESEARCH? 
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We do not think that participating in this research will make you uncomfortable or 
hurt you.  

WHAT ARE THE POSSIBLE GOOD THINGS ABOUT IT? 
� This study may provide an opportunity for reflection that will increase self-

awareness. You may find the reflection helpful to you. 

� Your help in this study will also help strengthen our research knowledge about 

singers in treble choirs, their experiences, and gender and gender bias in choir. 

WHO WILL KNOW THAT YOU PARTICIPATED IN THIS RESEARCH? 
� I (Emily, the graduate student researcher) and your choir director will know 

you participated in the study.  If we tell other people about the research we will 

not use your name.  

o Whether or not you participate in the study will not impact your 

relationship with your choir director  

o Nothing you say to me will impact your relationship with your choir 

director (nor your status in the choir), and I will not share information 

you share with me with your choir director. 

� You will be audio recorded as a part of this study. No one but the research 

team will hear the audio recordings of you speaking. 

� We also must let you know that if you tell us that someone has done 

or is doing bad things to you or other children, we will tell people 

who can help. 

WILL YOU GET ANYTHING FOR PARTICIPATING? 
There is no compensation for participating. 

 

YOU CAN CHANGE YOUR MIND ABOUT BEING IN THE STUDY 
You do not have to say yes. Taking part in this research study is up to you. If you 

choose to take part, you can change your mind and stop at any time. If you decide not 

to participate or if you decide to stop taking part in the research later, nothing bad will 

happen to you and no one will be upset with you. If, at any time, you decide to stop 

please let us know by telling one of the researchers.  

 

If you decide not to take part in this research, your choice will not affect your standing 

in the choir or your relationship with your peers and your director. 

 

INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD 
This research study has been reviewed and approved by the University of Delaware 

Institutional Review Board (UD IRB). If you have any questions or concerns about 



 108 

your rights as a research participant, you may contact the UD IRB at hsrb-

research@udel.edu or (302) 831-2137. 

 

CONTACT INFORMATION 
 

If you have any questions about the purpose, procedures, or any other issues 
related to this research study you may contact the Principal Investigator, Aimee 
Pearsall at [phone number] or [email address] or the graduate student 
researcher, Emily Haas at [phone number] or [email address]. 
 
 
If you want to participate, and we have answered all of your questions about it, 
please write your name  below. 
 

 

__________________  _____________________  _________ 

Printed Name of Participant  Signature of Participant                        Date                                                                       

 

 

________________________ ___________________                      ______ 

 Person Obtaining Consent   Person Obtaining Consent   Date 

     (PRINTED NAME)  (SIGNATURE) 
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Appendix E 

CONSENT FORM 

CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN A RESEARCH STUDY 
Title of Study: Exploring gender and the lived experiences of singers in a treble choir: 

an instrumental case study 

 
Principal Investigator(s): Aimee Pearsall, Emily Haas  
 
Important aspects of the study you should know about: 

� Purpose: The purpose of the study is to explore how singers interact with, 

explore, and understand their gender in a high school treble choir.  

� Procedures: If you choose to participate, your child will take part in one 

interview lasting approximately five minutes long (either individually or in a 

small group). After, four people will be selected for an additional individual 

interview and small group interview, each lasting between 30 minutes to one 

hour. They will be asked about their experiences in choir and about how it has 

impacted their thoughts about gender and gender bias as it relates to choir. 

Each interview will be audio recorded and transcribed. Pseudonyms will be 

used for all identifying aspects of the study, and confidentiality will be 

protected during all points of data collection and analysis.  

� Duration: This study will occur during regular choir rehearsals over a period 

of few weeks during fall 2023.The first interview will take approximately five 

minutes. Four students will be asked to take part in two follow-up interviews. 

If selected for the next portion of the study, the student will participate in a 

follow-up interview and focus group will each last between 30 minutes and 

one hour.  

� Risks: There are no anticipated risks to participants of this study.  

� Benefits: The main benefit to your child from this research is being able to 

contribute to the body of research about girls and gender bias in choir. 

Furthermore, engaging in reflective thinking during interviews could improve 

self-awareness.  

� Costs and Compensation: If you decide to participate there will be no 

additional cost to you, there is no compensation for participation this study. 

� Participation: Taking part or not in this research study is your decision. You 

or your child can decide to participate and then change your mind at any point, 
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� and there will be no consequences for withdrawal. Withdrawal from the study 

will not impact you or your child’s standing with the choir in any way. 

Contact Information:  If you have any questions about the purpose, procedures, or 

any other issues related to this research study you may contact the student researcher 

Emily Haas at [phone number] or [email address] or Principal Investigator, Aimee 

Pearsall at [phone number] or [email address]. 

 
CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN THE RESEARCH STUDY: 
I have read and understood the information in this form and I agree to 
participate in the study. I am 18 years of age or older. I have been given the 
opportunity to ask any questions I had and those questions have been answered 
to my satisfaction. I understand that I will be given a copy of this form for my 
records. 
 

__________________  ____________________  _______ 

Printed Name of Participant  Signature of Participant                      Date                                                                       

(PRINTED NAME)   (SIGNATURE)                                                                                    

______________________  __________________                       ________ 

Person Obtaining Consent   Person Obtaining Consent  Date 

(PRINTED NAME)              (SIGNATURE)                                                                                    
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Appendix F 

WRITTEN DESCRIPTION OF STUDY FOR PARENTS OF CHOIR 

Hello! 

  

My name is Emily Haas and I am a graduate researcher at the University of Delaware. 

As a part of my master’s thesis, I am conducting a research project with The Girls 

Choir that focuses on the experiences, values, of singers in choir and how their choir 

experience is connected to gender. 

  

As a lifelong choral singer, I became passionate about the choral experiences of young 

women, and the formative potential of choral singing for school age students. As part 

of the project, I would like to explore the lived experiences of students in a treble 

ensemble. I have included the purpose statement and research questions for you: 

  

The purpose of this instrumental case study is to explore how singers interact with, 

explore, and understand their gender in a high school treble choir. 

How do singers: 

1. Describe their treble choir experience? 

2. Describe their values related to treble choir? 

3. Interact with, explore and understand their gender in a high school treble 

choir? 

  

If your singer provides assent and you consent, your child will take part in one 

interview lasting approximately five minutes long (either individually or in a small 

group). After, four people will be selected for an additional individual interview and 

small group interview, each lasting between 30 minutes to one hour. Participation is 

completely optional and there are no consequences for choosing not to participate. 

  

Please review the consent form and assent form and take some time to think about 

whether or not you would like your child to participate. 

  

Thank you for your time! 
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Appendix G 

PRELIMINARY INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

Note: This is approximately a five minute interview with each choir member who 

consents. I will use this preliminary interview to determine who will participate in the 

full interview process 

 

I am going to audio record this interview, no one but me is going to hear it. I will not 

play it for your director or your parents. Does that sound okay to you? 

1. Name 

2. Gender Identity 

3. Pronouns 

4. Age 

5. Grade in school? 

6. Where do you go to school? 

7. Race/ethnicity (optional) 

8. How many years have you been a part of The Girls’ Choir? 

9. Do you sing in any other choirs inside or outside of school? 

i. If yes, what kind of choir is it? (also treble or one with T/B) 

10. Talk about what it means to be a part of The Girls’ Choir? 

i. Possible: Is it different from your choir at school? 

ii. Possible: Why is it different from your choir at school? 

11. What have you learned about yourself by participating in TGC? 

12. What if anything have you learned about your gender 

identity/expression while participating in The Girls’ Choir? 
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Appendix H 

SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

**This interview protocol is semi-structured. The questions listed below will act as a 

guide, and these questions may or may not all be used. Individual participant 

responses will drive the flow of the interview, and additional probes may be used 

based on the responses given.  

 

Background 

1. Please tell me about yourself.  

a. What kinds of things other than choir are you involved in? 

b. How would you describe yourself/your personality? 

2. Do you have any interests/hobbies that you feel are particularly important to 

you? 

3. How many years have you been a part of:  

a. Choir?  

b. Treble choir?                                                      

Treble Choir Experience & Values of Treble 
Choir                                                        

1. How and when did you become involved in the TGC 

here?                                                     

2. What is it like to sing with other members of TGC? 

3. What is it like being a part of a treble choir?  

4. How does it feel being a part of a treble choir?                                             

5. Tell me about the kinds of interactions you have with other choir 

members.                       

6. What do you value about your treble choir 

involvement?                                                     

7. How are you different because of your involvement in TGC? 

8. What types of repertoire do you sing in TGC?  

9. What sorts of messages or topics have you sung about that felt most 

meaningful to you in the past?  

a. Do you ever sing about women/girls? 

i.  How did that make you feel? 

  

Follow Up Questions (If applicable) 
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1. Tell me how you express your gender in your daily life? 

2. How frequently do you think about your own gender? Can you give some 

examples?  

 

  
 Gender & Treble Choir:  

1. How is participating in a treble choir different from participating in a mixed 

ensemble? 

2. How do others perceive your treble choir? 

a. Friends outside of choirs 

b. Parents 

c. Choral teachers at school 

d. Others 

3. Talk about what it means to be a part of an all-treble ensemble.  
4. What have you learned about (a) yourself (b) your gender identity and 

expression by participating in this ensemble? 

a. What have you learned about (c) other people while participating in 

choir?  

5. What elements of your choir experience do you feel have contributed to your 

thoughts about gender identity expression? 

a. Repertoire 

b. Director attitudes 

c. Peer relationships 

6. Tell me what it’s like to work with Mr. Wilson. 

7. If you had to describe Mr. Wilson to someone who didn’t know him, how 

would you describe him? 

8. Is there anything else you want me to know about what it means to be [gender 

identity mentioned] in this ensemble? 

9. Is there anything else you want to share with me today? 

 

Closing: 

When I talk about my research with other people I am not going to use your name. 

Lots of names, including the name of TGC, will be changed to protect you and 

everyone else involved in the study. One thing that is sort of fun about this is that we 

get to pick our own fake names. For example, if I was picking a fake name for myself 

I would probably say [example]. 

Would you like to pick your fake name? 
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Appendix I 

FOCUS GROUP INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

**The following are examples of questions that will be asked in the focus group 

interview. Content and types of questions will align closely with questions asked in 

the individual interview. The specific phrasing of questions and additional probes will 

be determined based on the content and topics brought up by participants during the 

individual interviews. 

 

1. What do you value about being in the The Girls Choir? 

a. What is the musical experience like? 

2. How does it feel to be part of a treble choir? 

3. In what ways do you feel connected to others in TGC?  

4. What have you learned from your relationships with others in TGC? 

5. How do you feel about the TGC community? 

6. Does TGC feel like a safe space to you? Why or why not?  

7. How is the community of TGC different from (a) other choirs you have been in 

(b) other activities you do?  

8. Tell me about singing the song “Warrior.”  

a. What did it mean to you personally?  

b. What do you think it meant to the ensemble as a whole? 

9. Are there other songs you’ve sung in TGC that made you feel strong emotions? 

10. How have you changed because of being in TGC?  

11. Do you think about gender? Do you think about your own gender?  

12. Have you had experiences in TGC that made you think about your own 

gender? What were they?  

13. Talk about your experiences with gender and gender expression in TGC.


