
Teaching pop vocal performance to students: A comparison of 
methods used in Russia

Abstract
The present study aims to compare modern Russian and foreign methods of teaching pop vocal 
to college and university students from the point of their effectiveness and educational results 
based on the analysis of the theoretical background and experimental studies. Globalization, 
internationalization of cultures, the active introduction of electronic educational environments, 
and distance and online learning now allow mastering many vocal techniques and teaching 
methods and putting them into practice in a short amount of time. In this regard, the need 
to compare and evaluate modern Russian and foreign methods of teaching pop vocals, as well 
as identify the advantages and determine the prospects for their further use in pedagogical 
practice become relevant. The study summarizes the experience of teaching pop vocals and a 
comparative analysis of three modern methods of teaching – one foreign (Joe Estill) and two 
Russian (M.L. Kats and O. Donskaia). The results of the experiment show that the effectiveness of 
these techniques is due to the emphasis placed on the active and comprehensive development of 
the vocal apparatus, singing support, rhythmic coordination, singing vibrato, vocal techniques, 
melismatics, and the development of the vocal range and voicing resonators. The control stage 
of the experiment reveals the expressiveness of singing, the integrity of vocal pieces, the density 
of sound in all registers, and the improvement of the quality of timbral coloration of the voice 
in the tested group of students. These results were undoubtedly promoted by the previously 
studied and newly implemented methods of teaching pop vocals.

Keywords
pop vocal, teaching method, joe estill vocal school, maria kats vocal teaching method, olga 
donskaia vocal school

Introduction
At the turn of the 20th and 21st centu-
ries, pop singing as a form of professi-
onal vocal art combining the folk song 
traditions, modern music, freedom of 
rhythm, and expressive arrangement 
of the work became especially popu-
lar among young people (Pereverzeva, 
2017). The bel canto style that used 
to be of great importance in academic 

singing has faded into the background; 
the emphasis was put on the indivi-
dual, their unique manner of perfor-
mance, speech intonation, the ability 
to convey the meaning of the written 
text, and the expressive embodiment 
of the stage image.

Fundamental classical vocal schools 
serve as a strong foundation that has 
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stood the test of time. However, it is the 
pop vocal that is one of the most popu-
lar areas of training in faculties of cultu-
re and art all over the world today. This 
is due to the development of pop cultu-
re in general and the mass popularizati-
on of this art form (Pereverzeva et al., 
2018). Pop vocal is a relatively new type 
of special vocal technique. Summarizing 
the research devoted to the differences 
between pop and other vocal techniqu-
es, the following can be distinguished:

l The basic concept of pop singing is di-
rect emotional communication with the 
listener, the freedom and openness of 
artistic expression of feelings.

l Diction, proper work of the articula-
tory apparatus, and support for breat-
hing are extremely important.

l Mannerisms, incorrect word stress or 
deliberate stretching of sonorous con-
sonants, imitation of wind instruments, 
and jazz scat are allowed. 

The modern system of vocal training is 
changing rapidly, and the time frame is 
increasingly narrowed which calls mo-
dern music school and college graduates 
to maximize their knowledge and skills 
in a short period of time. Requirements 
for the training of specialists in various 
fields of pop culture and art are incre-
asing. There are also growing require-
ments for teachers who use methods 
that have proven to be effective or de-
velop their own methods of pop vocal 
training (Polotskaia, 2016).

Literature review
The methodological foundation of the 
study is formed by scientific-pedagogi-
cal and psychological research and met-

hodical developments in the sphere of 
pop vocals including vocal pedagogics, 
the overall method of musical educati-
on, the methods of teaching the techno-
logy and aesthetics of pop vocals, voice 
training, the formation of vocal-perfor-
mance skills, and vocal performance 
art.

I.O. Isaeva’s work (Isaeva, 2017) contains 
the historical aspects of the emergen-
ce of variety art and refers to outstan-
ding actors and singers, much attention 
is paid to diction, rhythm, articulation 
exercises, and the use of sound equip-
ment in practical lessons.

The method of singing in the vocal po-
sition developed by Seth Riggs (Soliani-
nova, Demidova, 2019) allows vocalists 
practicing both pop and academic vocals 
to control their voices automatically 
without obvious clamps. This technique 
can be used at any age without the risk 
of damaging the vocal apparatus. Di-
aphragm and oblique abdominal musc-
les supply the right amount of air, and 
the vocal cords work properly freely. 
The uniqueness of this method also lies 
in the possibility of doing the exercises 
on one’s own without a vocal teacher by 
listening to a recording of the textbook.

Among the Russian vocal methodologies, 
we can highlight such authors as O.L. 
Donskaia-Anisimova (2019), V.V. Emeli-
anov (2000), M.L. Kats (2018), V.I. Ko-
robka (1989), E.P. Kuznetsova (2017), 
O.V. Pivnitskaia (2014), F.L. Polotskaia 
(2016), A.M. Pronin (2012) E.A. Sibiren-
ko (2019), and E. Howard (2007). The 
authors point out that the methods of 
teaching the pop vocal technique vary 
from student to student and filtering 
out the ideal vocal instrument sound 
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takes years. Unlike academic vocals 
that always use live orchestral instru-
ments, pop music increasingly involves 
completely electronic sounds which, in 
turn, requires the vocalist to have good 
physical, intonation, and vocal training. 
“Pronunciation, diction and singing “in 
a mask”, while smiling are the most 
important expressive means in the pre-
sentation of song material”, – indicates 
E.P. Kuznetsova (2017, p. 189). This is 
fully supported by other Russian deve-
lopments of pop vocal training among 
which we can allocate the works of V. 
I. Korobka (1989) and O.S. Chernova 
(2014) providing detailed descriptions 
of complexes of exercises for the deve-
lopment of students’ singing apparatus, 
abdominal rib-diaphragmatic breathing, 
and sound phrasing in the pop technique 
of singing. 

F. L. Polotskaia (2016) indicates that 

“Vocal pedagogics is a subject that is 
constantly improving and developing, 
there are new methods of discovering 
and forming the voice. This is due to 
the fact that pop singing finds great 
importance in the individuality, ar-
tistry, and recognizability of the vo-
ice from the first notes of the sound” 
(p. 432).

The teacher needs to form, find, and 
develop these qualities in students, as 
well as to be able to analyze the comp-
lex nature of educational and peda-
gogical technologies in general. Based 
on the analysis of Russian and foreign 
methods of pop vocal training that are 
already known and studied in detail in 
this work, we can state that each of 
them sets certain learning objectives 
and influences the further development 

and discoveries in pop vocal training in 
music colleges.

Problem of Study 
In this study, it is aimed to compare the 
methods used in pop voice education. 
According to this, the methods used in 
vocal education in Russia and the mo-
dern vocal training system are changing 
rapidly. The time frame for student edu-
cation is narrowing, requiring today’s 
graduates of music schools and colleges 
to receive maximum knowledge and skil-
ls in a short time. In addition, over the 
past 1.5 years, there has been a forced 
need to participate more in distance 
learning. This requires teachers to im-
prove the teaching methodology while 
students need to make more volitional 
efforts to strive for personal self-deve-
lopment and adapt to distance learning 
conditions.

Methods
Research Model
This research was designed according to 
the comparison method, one of the qu-
alitative research methods (Estill Voice 
International, n.d.; Katz, 2018; Donska-
ia-Anisimova, 2019). Accordingly, 3 met-
hods used in pop vocal (The Estill Voice 
Training International Academy School, 
The methods of Maria Lvovna Kats, The 
method of Olga Anatolievna Donskaia) in 
Russia were compared according to pra-
ctices, observations, experiences and 
research results. 

Comparison Units (Methods of 
teaching pop vocal)
Within the framework of the study, we 
summarized the experience of teaching 
pop vocals and conducted a compara-
tive analysis of three modern training 
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methods – one foreign and two Russian:

The Estill Voice Training International 
Academy School (by Joe Estill) which 
has produced over a million vocal mas-
ters and coaches worldwide and has its 
own unique and patented methodology 
for teaching vocal technique (Estill Voi-
ce International, n.d.);

The methods of Maria Lvovna Kats 
(2018) developed in the process of pro-
fessional concert activities and applied 
in pedagogical practice in the Russian 
State University of Social Sciences, as 
well as during the training and educa-
tion of actors of the Mossovet Theater, 
the Russian Institute of Theater Arts, 
Moscow Art Theater, Gogol Center, the 
Theater of Nations including Alexander 
Domogarov, Ksenia Rappoport, Paulina 
Andreeva, Nadezhda Angarskaia, Anas-
tasia Stotskaia, Ekaterina Guseva, Nata-
lia Gromushkina, and many others;

The method of Olga Anatolievna Dons-
kaia representing the Russian school of 
pop vocal “Freedom and Will”, profes-
sor of the Department of Pop and Jazz 
Singing of the Moscow State Art and Cul-
tural University, an associate professor 
of directing and acting at the Russian 
Academy of Theater Arts (the Moscow 
State Art and Cultural University), the 
author of a unique vocal technique who-
se graduates are win and participate 
in many prestigious international com-
petitions and television projects (Kirill 
Koroviakov, Aurika Mgoi, Alexander Pes-
kov, Julia Khusainova, and many others) 
(Donskaia-Anisimova, 2019).

Results
Scientifical Aspects of Methods
All three methods emphasize active and 

comprehensive development of the voi-
ce apparatus, singing support, rhythmic 
coordination, singing vibrato, vocal te-
chniques, melismatics, and the develop-
ment of the vocal range and voicing re-
sonators. Each school has its own vocal 
developments derived from practical 
pedagogical and concert practice, con-
tinuous self-improvement, and exten-
sively studied scientific works on vocal 
art. Each vocal methodology is unique 
in its discoveries and refined ways of 
presenting information to students whi-
ch results in a powerful dynamic in the 
development of the vocal apparatus and 
the creative potential of the experimen-
tal group (Howard, 2007).

Vocal schools of the three modern met-
hods of pop vocal teaching were studied 
in the course of practical pedagogical 
work to identify their advantages, the 
specifics of the technologies, and the 
prospects for the implementation of 
these scientific developments in the 
educational process (Pereverzeva, Smir-
nov, 2017).

At the present moment, there is only 
one scientific method – Estill Voice Tra-
ining (Voice Craft) that has been prac-
ticed in virtually all European countries 
since the 1980s and was first introduced 
in Russia in 2015. All propositions of the 
method are based on and supported by 
scientific research. A list of scientific 
papers, publications, and videos can 
be found on the website of Estill Voice 
International, an association that orga-
nizes worldwide research and training. 
The effectiveness and safety of the 
exercises are also scientifically verified 
(Pronin, 2012).

The uniqueness of this method lies in 
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the confirmed scientific developments 
and laboratory research revealing the 
anatomy of the vocal cords, larynx, 
cartilage, demonstrating it in video re-
cordings, and describing it at seminars. 
Joe Estill’s main discovery in the deve-
lopment of the EVT method is the noti-
on of belting as a separate manner of 
vocal performance very similar to dense 
mixed singing in which the sound in the 
second octave in female voices is heard 
from the outside as a very dense resona-
tor-like chest sound. Breathing remains 
short and practically without air, there 
are variants with the addition of nasal, 
covered sounding. There are some simi-
larities with folk and conversational sin-
ging, the main distinguishing feature is 
the slightly or highly forced sound that 
comes, however, from the resonators, so 
there are almost no loud volume drops 
in the professional sound (Estill Voice In-
ternational, n.d.).

The second discovery is the speech po-
sition, or singing in a conversational 
position (Seth Riggs), a prominent rep-
resentative of this vocal technique is 
Frank Sinatra who skillfully sang in this 
manner without any microphones easily 
performing in large venues (Perever-
zeva, 2019). These methods of sound 
extraction can be combined with other 
methods, for example, subtone or nasal 
twang (Italian singer Eros Ramazzotti) 
in vocal phrases that make up a musical 
work, thus obtaining the variety man-
ner of singing the distinctive feature of 
which are various and multi-genre vocal 
methods of sound extraction. These te-
chniques have been easily mastered and 
successfully applied in the training of 
pop-jazz vocalists (Budnitskaia, 2012).

It should be noted that EVT pays little 

attention to singing support in cont-
rast to the detailed and well-developed 
exercises in our method or the method 
of O.A. Donskaia. There is a concept of 
anchoring (from anchor) – these are two 
points of certain “tension” in the back 
of the wings of the back and the cervical 
spine in a dynamically voluminous extra-
ction of sound in opera or belting genre. 

M.L. Katz was trained in Speech Level 
Singing personally by Seth Riggs, and 
her vocal methodology is based on his 
teachings. Speech Level Singing allows 
for vocal training at any age, makes it 
possible to expand the singing range in 
a short time, and allows to control the 
vocal apparatus freely. My book touches 
on the problem of developing the met-r-
hythm that is necessary for every sin-
ger, especially those working with live 
bands, and has paramount importance 
in performing jazz music. Much of im-
provisational music originates from Af-
rica, the most important sources being 
African American blues and gospel (Pe-
reverzeva, 2019). Improvisational music 
requires special attention to complex 
warm-ups for the expansion of the sin-
ging range with a detailed singing of the 
intervals of stable-unstable steps in dif-
ferent forms with gradually increasing 
tempo (Pereverzeva & Smirnov, 2017).

M.L. Kats recommends regular exerci-
se on elliptical trainers or doing singing 
warm-up exercises on a balancing disc. 
In the process, the brain activity is si-
multaneously focused on several activi-
ties – vocalization, breathing, and phy-
sical work on balancing the body on the 
training apparatus. At this point, vocal 
and muscle clamps disappear because of 
the multidimensional tasks performed 
by the brain and neural networks, mo-
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reover, there is physical training for the 
whole body, and the focus is constantly 
switching which prevents dwelling on 
the problem areas.

O. A. Donskaia’s methodological deve-
lopments analyze the psychophysical 
processes during singing in the “singing 
mask” and the correct use of nasal re-
sonation. In her recommendations, the 
larynx remains very mobile, and the 
root of the tongue is to be lowered 
down. This technique makes it very easy 
to use the belting technique from the 
EVT. Donskaia’s technique makes it easy 
to understand the principle of jazz squ-
are phrases (Donskaia-Anisimova, 2019).

Thus, it becomes easy to swing and not 
drag out vocal phrases. It should be no-
ted that all three vocal techniques are 
unique and provide many opportunities 
to master the vocal apparatus in comp-
letely different genres of vocal art such 
as opera and musical Broadway, jazz 
and alternative rock, electronic music, 
and urban romance which is an absolute 
priority in learning pop vocals (Shafaz-
hinskaya et al., 2019).

Assessment of the effectiveness of 
training
The results of students’ training were 
evaluated in practical pedagogical work 
in a college through practical exercises, 
vocal figures, breathing exercises, and 
work on the song repertoire with and 
without an accompanist. During the ex-
periment, at the end of each month, the 
students were gathered in groups for 
general question-and-answer lessons on 
the knowledge of vocal terms, the stru-
cture of the vocal apparatus, the proper 
functioning of the singing support, and a 
discussion of the manner and techniques 

of sound production by famous Russian 
and foreign performers. 

The duration of each of the individual 
lessons was 45 minutes and the combi-
nation of methodological principles in-
volved in them was as follows: Warming 
up facial muscles and the cervical spine, 
twisting, exercises for breathing, diaph-
ragm, and pelvic floor muscles, articula-
tion exercises, tongue twisters, Moran’s 
point, working through the main reso-
nators in warm-up chants, exercises on 
smoothing the registers, interval chants, 
relieving muscle clamps, the exercise 
of different ways of sound production 
in one vocal phrase, a detailed step by 
step analysis of the selected song, the 
elimination of phonetic, melodic, and 
articulation errors, singing the song ma-
terial with the metronome, work with 
the accompanist.

Examples of exercises used
Below we present some examples of 
exercises that have shown to be effecti-
ve in training pop vocalists.

Exercise 1. Melisms, emphasis on the 
rapidity of singing, accurate intonation 
on the jotated eye sounds. A minimal 
amount of air is consumed in the perfor-
mance (from the author’s manual).

Exercise 2. Building up even vowel 
sounds, interval intonation. Smoothing 
transitional registers (from the author’s 
manual).

Exercise 3. Tongue twister with the 
supporting letter “l”: “Karl u Klary ukral 
korally, a Klara u Karla ukrala klarnet” 
(Russian). The supporting sounds should 
not fall through but be pushed to the 
bridge of the nose, this requires voicing 
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the vowel “a”. In this case, all the sono-
rous sounds will become clear (from the 
manual of O. L. Donskaia).

Exercise 4. For relaxation and even bre-
athing before the main singing of the 
figures. Four short inhales and exhales, 
then one long inhale and a long exhale 
immediately after. The exercise is to be 
performed at a quiet pace with silent in-
halation and exhalation through the nose 
(from the complex of EVT exercises).

Exercise 5. Tongue twister exercise: 
“Sshit kolpak ne po-kolpakovski. Nado 
kolpak perekolpakovat da perevykolpo-
vat” (Russian). The exercise strengthens 
the low position. The student has to fold 
their hands in front of them, on their 
belly, and imagine that the whole exer-
cise is voiced in the direction of this spot 
or that the top note that goes to the oc-
tave down should sound to them exactly 
one octave lower. For this purpose, the 
point of the lower jaw is used. The stu-
dent has to stay in the same position. 
On the top note, the jaw is pulled down, 
brought slightly forward, attention is 
paid to the vowel “i” – it is necessary 
to avoid letting the “y” vowel mark the 
lower note in the high position through 
the “n” sound.

In the process of working on singing 
warm-ups and perfecting individual ph-
rases, the experiment participants were 
tasked with approaching the “boring” 
exercises and monotonous repetitions 
of the same repetitive vocal figures cre-
atively through imagining it to be a frag-
ment of a musical piece. The students 
were suggested to take a phrase from a 
famous song and sing it using different 
vocal techniques, for instance, a 3-word 
phrase from the famous song “All by 

myself” (sing the 1st word in a belting 
manner, sing the 2nd word in a subtone, 
and finish the 3rd word with belting). 
The sounds had to then be combined 
into a single vocal phrase followed by 
swapping the places of the techniques. 
The developed skill was then applied in 
solo songs using a dynamic microphone.

Discussion
The experimental study of the effecti-
veness of Russian and foreign methods 
of pop vocal training was conducted at 
the Moscow College of Improvisational 
Music (MCIM) in Moscow that graduates 
professional jazz musicians. The period 
of study varies depending on the level of 
knowledge and training of the students 
(4-5 years). The experiment sample 
consists of 18 students of the prepara-
tory and 1st year of the vocal depart-
ment at the age of 18-30 years old. The 
study began in September of 2020 and 
the conclusion and result summarizati-
on took place in the middle of January 
of 2021. Experimental and experimental 
work included 2 control stages: 

l intermediate;

l final.

The experimental group of 18 trainees 
was divided into 10 students of the 1st 
year and 8 students of the 2nd year of 
the vocal department of the MCIM. 

Further on, students with a high level of 
training (initial vocal data, musicality, 
and theoretical background), average 
level of training (problematic transitio-
nal notes, unstable vocal support), and 
below the average level (no training in a 
children’s music school) were identified 
in the sample (see Figure 1).
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The diagnostic stage was based on stu-
dents’ ability to create and possess: 

l stage image, artistry;

l psychological stability at open lessons 
and concerts;

l skills of abdominal breathing during 
singing support;

l practical knowledge of nominal chants 
and vocalizations.

Diagnostics during the experimental 

Figure 1. Levels of training 
in the participants of the 
experimental group (18 pe-
ople). The control group was 
taking individual 45 minute 
long lessons once a week for 
half a year. Students of the 
1st year (10 persons) were 
simultaneously training in 
two vocal schools of Maria 
Lvovna Kats and Olga Leoni-
dovna Donskaia. Students of 
the 2nd year (8 people) were 
studying by the EVT program

study were based on practical exer-
cises and tasks from M.L. Kats’, O.A. 
Donskaia’s, and the EVT methods (see 
Figure 2). The experimental group of 
students generally showed good results, 
however, in the process of training by 
modern methods, problems with associ-
ative thinking (interpretation of works) 
and comprehension of new material 
(comprehension of information) were 
observed, some students demonstrated 
inattention in the classroom and, con-
sequently, showed poor recollection of 
the presented information(tolerance of 
perception).

Figure 2. The results of diagnostics on practical exercises and tasks in the experimental group
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The intermediate stage of experimental 
work shows that in all three methods 
of teaching pop vocals, singing in the 
speech position is introduced into pra-
ctical classes gradually and depends on 
the initial degree of students’ prepara-
tion. The overall scores of 9 students 
corresponded to a high level (5 points), 

Figure 3. Levels of training in the experimental group participants after the experiment (18 people)

6 students were at the average level (3 
points), and the remaining 3 students 
had a low level (one point each) (see 
Figure 3). Difficulties arose in learning 
tongue twisters, memorizing vocal figu-
res by the EVT method, and memorizing 
the structure of the song material.

A comparative analysis of the initial and 
final stages shows clear dynamics in the 
process of receiving training according 
to these methods, as well as personal 
professional growth. Thus, the main ob-
jective of forming students’ vocal awa-
reness in terms of the practical appli-
cation of modern methods of pop vocal 
training was fulfilled. 

As a result of the experimental work 
with a group of students in the educa-
tional process, many of those who pre-
viously had little vocal experience and 
improvisation skills have gained these 
qualities along with creative interest 
and confidence in their vocal abilities 
through a strong-willed effort and de-
sire for personal self-development. The 
control stage of the experiment reveals 

expressiveness of singing, the integrity 
of vocal pieces, the density of sound in 
all registers, and improved quality of 
timbral coloration of the voice in the 
tested group of students. This improve-
ment was undoubtedly promoted by the 
use of the previously studied and newly 
implemented methods of teaching pop 
vocals.

Conclusion
The analysis of the existing psychop-
hysical and methodological features of 
vocal training for college students leads 
to the conclusion that the teacher nee-
ds to be well versed and apply proven 
methods of vocal training. Modern pop 
vocal teachers pay much attention to 
the psycho-physical features of sound 
extraction, as well as teaching the ba-
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sics of sound extraction, the method of 
resonance singing, compliance with voi-
ce hygiene, the development of the res-
piratory apparatus, and the acquisition 
of singing support. This ensures profes-
sional voice production and the mastery 
of singing skills and abilities. 

Modern methods of vocal training stress 
the importance of the participation of 
certain muscle groups in setting the 
correct vocal breathing. For example, 
according to the Estill Voice Training 
method and M.L. Kats’ methodology, the 
development of proper vocal breathing 
also requires training neck and upper 
back muscles, it is important to follow 
the correct posture, try to sing while 
moving or on a treadmill. The student 
must know and be able to timely diag-
nose colds, therefore, they have to be 
familiar with their main symptoms.

Recommendations
The results of the work will be used in 
further studies of modern methods for 
teaching pop vocal, including the met-
hod of S. Riggs and I. Sokerina, the ad-
vantages of which can be determined by 
comparing specific learning outcomes. 
In the future, it makes sense to evalu-
ate the effectiveness of these methods 
when teaching students with the same 
initial level of training, as well as tea-
ching beginner students. Further rese-
arch might also concern the question of 
the influence of training according to 
one method or another on the artist’s 
creative career. It would be interesting 
to trace which pop singers achieve hig-
her artistic results – those who were tra-
ined according to the method of Estill, 
M.L. Katz, or O.L. Donskaya? 

The present study is limited by all three 

of the aforementioned techniques being 
implemented and compared in the con-
text of training pop college students. 
The study results can be implemented 
in assessing the effectiveness of the use 
of techniques for training pop singers 
in universities based on experimental 
work. The theoretical value of the work 
consists in a comparative analysis of the 
most popular methods of training pop 
vocalists and the identification of their 
common grounds determining the effe-
ctiveness of their use in the educatio-
nal process. The practical significance 
of the study lies in the formulation of 
methodological recommendations for 
the training of pop vocalists in college. 

The limitations of the study were due to 
the subjectivity of the criteria for asses-
sing learning outcomes. Since the artis-
tic aspect is not parameterizable, that 
is, it cannot be measured or calculated, 
the assessment is based on the emotio-
nal impressions of singing. It is advisab-
le to develop more objective criteria or 
refer to the assessment of the parame-
ters of pop singing with the help of te-
chnical means – computer programs for 
the analysis of sound information.
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