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T
here are many physical, psycholog-
ical, and social benefi ts to singing 
in choir, and students could benefi t 
from development of  vocal tech-

nique skills within the choral rehearsal—
more specifi cally, within the choral warm-up. 
Vocal technique skills can be taught within 
the choral warm-up and integrated into rep-
ertoire throughout the choral rehearsal. In 
this approach, the overall objective in the 
choral rehearsal is to place emphasis on the 
horse before the cart. Choral teachers foster 
growth in the individuals (the horse) within 
the ensemble and use music (the cart) as a ve-
hicle for applying and developing those skills. 
As vocal technique is developed, students can 
better evaluate and refi ne their performance 
within the ensemble and understand the var-
ious technical components of  singing expres-
sively.

The National Association for Music Ed-
ucation’s (NAfME) national music standards 
for ensembles include: Creating, Performing, 
Responding, and Connecting. Within the 
Performing standard, students in the choral 
ensemble should be able to evaluate and re-
fi ne personal and ensemble performances, 
individually or in collaboration with others; 
and perform expressively, with appropriate 
interpretation and technical accuracy, and 
in a manner appropriate to the audience and 
context.1 But how can teachers help students 
more eff ectively evaluate personal perfor-
mance and learn expressive performance 
skills?

A student’s ability to demonstrate an un-
derstanding of  the foundational elements of  
vocal technique (the relationship between 
breath, onset/phonation, and resonance) is a 
prerequisite skill objective to eff ectively meet 
these standards. Students must know how to 
change various elements of  vocal production 
in order to eff ectively self-evaluate and alter a 
performance. Students can also benefi t from 
understanding how positional changes in the 
anatomic structures of  vocal production in-
fl uence expressive musical elements such as 
dynamics, articulation, and phrasing. 
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Unfortunately, students and parents might not have 
the fi nancial means to pay for private voice instruction 
to build these singing skills, and many school districts 
lack the funding to aff ord private voice instruction for 
students as part of  the choral curriculum. For these rea-
sons, choral teachers are often the only vocal instructors 
that students have from whom to learn sustainable vocal 
technique.

Importance of  the Choral Warm-up
Although it can be challenging for choral teachers to 

eff ectively teach both musical skills (sight-singing literacy 
skills, music theory, music history, and music composition, 
to name a few) and sustainable vocal technique skills to 
sing a variety of  styles within the choral rehearsal, they 
are not mutually exclusive. Throughout the warm-up, 
choral teachers can link vocal technique and musician-
ship skills to showcase how vocal technique can enhance 
sight-reading skills; how aural awareness of  music theory 
harmonic progressions can be infl uenced by a student’s 
ability to sing with eff ective intonation; how varying vo-
cal technique to fi t historical performance practice is 
helpful in teaching contextual music history; and how 
music composition can relate to vocal skill development. 
Not all choral teachers include voice-building exercises 
in the rehearsal, however, and some choose warm-ups 
without fully understanding the intended function of  
each exercise.2

James Jordan suggests that the choral warm-up should 
focus on “preparing the voice for correct and healthy 
singing, and providing aural instruction and music aural 
literacy for the choir.” 3  In this context, the choral warm-
up typically includes time spent on preparing the body 
to sing with physical stretching, alignment exercises, 
vocal exploration, breath management, sight-reading, 
and melodic and harmonic exercises. After students per-
form each exercise, choral teachers ideally give feedback 
sometimes using imagery or metaphor (e.g., sing with a 
more forward sound or sing with a taller space) rather 
than providing specifi c feedback with a focus on vocal 
technique.

Robert Shaw warned against making the choral 
warm-up into a voice lesson, stating that “only the skilled 
teacher, working privately over a considerable period of  

time, is in a position to build or aid an eff ective vocal 
technique.”4 Yet, Shaw desired a vast spectrum of  vo-
cal control, dynamic contrast, and range of  vocal colors 
from amateur singers within his choirs.5 Students within 
typical school choral programs in the United States of-
ten lack prior skill and experience to apply Shaw’s ideals 
without specifi c vocal training. The choral warm-up can 
then be a signifi cant component of  the choral rehears-
al that focuses on targeted vocal exercises connected to 
specifi c anatomic movement and coordination needed 
for phonation, aural awareness, and the development of  
musicianship skills.6

Integration of  Voice Training Principles
 into the Warm-up

In recent years, there has been an increase in research 
suggesting the benefi ts of  targeted vocal function exer-
cises developed by Joseph Stemple.7

Vocal Function Exercises

• Very softly sustaining an [i] vowel for as long as 
possible on F3 for tenors / basses and F4 for 
sopranos/altos.

• Gliding from lowest note to highest note on [o].

• Gliding from highest to lowest note on [o].

• Sustaining musical notes C4, D4, E4, F4, G4 (an 
octave lower for tenors / basses) for as long as 
possible on [o]. Repeat these notes twice.

Recent voice research has also investigated exercise 
physiology principles and their application to vocal skill 
development. Warm-ups may aid in fatigue-resistance 
training8 and lead to decreased perceived vocal eff orts.9

Saxon and Berry suggest applying a vocal training rou-
tine over the course of  a year in fi ve phases: anatomic 
adaptation, maximum strength, conversion, mainte-
nance, and transition.10

Leborgne and Rosenberg, voice and speech pathol-
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ogists, discuss exercise physiology principles in training 
“vocal athletes.” They suggest students maintain a reg-
ular practice regime of  at least three days a week “to 
achieve vocal growth, muscle memory, and vocal fi tness.” 
They further suggest singers should cross-train registers 
to avoid imbalance between registers since many muscles 
exist in antagonist pairs11 These training principles con-
trast the choral pedagogical view that “vocally immature 
choirs should not be asked to develop vocal technique 
for contrasting styles concurrently.”12 Choral teachers 
can help students by training the entirety of  the vocal 
instrument. 

There are various vocal training models that teach 
anatomic components of  vocal production and their 
connection to technical and musical skill development.13 
Specifi cally, Estill Voice Training® (EVT) is an eff ec-
tive educational model for developing voice quality and 
allows singers a higher level of  control of  voice quali-
ty.14 Vocal quality can be defi ned as the characteristic 
of  an individual voice or style of  voicing, independent 
of  speech sounds, pitch, and loudness.15 EVT has been 
shown to help singers and actors target and engage spe-
cifi c muscles to improve their quality of  voice.16

The EVT model focuses on developing conscious con-
trol of  thirteen anatomic structures (Figure 1) of  voice 
production through the practice of  “fi gures,” exercises 
that train precise control of  each structure into one of  
two or three positions. Singers can then create various 
vocal qualities or “recipes” for multiple styles of  music by 
selecting and combining specifi c options for each struc-
ture.17

Choral teachers can incorporate aspects of  exercise 
physiology and targeted functional training exercises us-
ing Stemple’s Vocal Function Exercises, Estill’s Figures 
for Voice,™ or a multitude of  other science-based train-
ing models directly in the choral warm-up.  For example, 
if  programming Eric Whitacre’s Sleep, teachers could fi rst 
choose one or two structures from Figure 1 correspond-
ing to the repertoire or a choir’s skill development (e.g., 
True Vocal Fold Onset/Off set and False Vocal Folds). Vo-
cal warm-up exercises could then be developed exploring 
all conditions of  these structures (TVF Onsets—Glottal, 
Aspirate, Smooth; FVF—Constrict, Mid, Retract) on 
various vowels throughout the vocal range. Once stu-
dents are able to perform these conditions, teachers can 

Figure 1. Used with permission from Estill Voice In-
ternational. TVF = True Vocal Folds; TVF Body-Cov-
er = Confi gurations that modify the vibratory mode 
of  the true vocal folds, commonly referred to as reg-
isters but are not pitch dependent in EVT; FVF = 
False Vocal Folds; AES = Aryepiglottic Sphincter, aka 
epilarynx or space above the vocal folds and between 
the epiglottis and arytenoids; Velum = Soft palate; 
Support Structures = muscles of  the Head & Neck 
and Torso. For further information see Steinhauer et 
al. (2017) The Estill Voice Model.
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help students explore which conditions best fi t the chosen 
repertoire. In the case of  Whitacre’s Sleep, smooth onsets 
and retracted false folds would help promote the desired 
vocal quality. Since all thirteen structures are involved in 
creating voice quality, any structure can be explored to 
meet the instructional goals of  each rehearsal. Further 
examples will be explored throughout this article.  

Defi ning Choral Pedagogy and 
Redefi ning the Choral Warm-up

For the purposes of  this article, choral pedagogy will 
refer to the art of  teaching sustainable and transferable 
vocal and musical skills related to varied styles of  reper-
toire and ensemble singing contexts. The choral warm-
up can incorporate many of  the principle ideals of  choral 
pedagogy and emphasize acquisition and eventual trans-
ference of  skill and content knowledge. Nevertheless, 
the name “choral warm-up” is not suffi  cient in describ-
ing these ideals. Instead, it is benefi cial to think of  this 
portion of  the choral rehearsal as the “choral tech-up,” 
which places emphasis on both the warm-up and techni-
cal skill development.

The choral tech-up focuses on “Teaching Every 
Choir How to Unlock Possibilities” within their voice. 
The tech-up includes the traditional components of  the 
choral warm-up and encourages further technical skill 
(tech-up) development through focused, target-specifi c 
exercises. However, skill acquisition will vary with each 
individual within the ensemble depending on previous 
experience and learning styles. David Kolb’s experiential 
learning theory can be benefi cial in developing a tech-up, 
as it breaks down learning into a four-stage cycle:18

1) Concrete Experience (learner focus)—teacher acts as 
facilitator

2) Refl ective/Observation (meaning focus)—teacher 
acts as subject expert

3) Abstract Conceptualization (subject focus, think-
ing)—teacher acts as evaluator

4) Active Experimentation (action focus)—teacher acts 
    as coach

Within the choral tech-up, stage one can represent 
the students’ exploration of  sound and active dialogue 
regarding those sounds/sensations, and how they relate 
to prior knowledge. In stage two, the teacher vocal mod-
els the desired sounds and target exercises with specifi c, 
measurable outcomes. During this stage, students ob-
serve and refl ect upon what the teacher is doing/show-
ing. In stage three, students dialogue in groups or as an 
ensemble about their observations; the teacher assesses 
students’ knowledge and provides specifi c feedback prior 
to stage four. In stage four, students actively experiment 
with the desired skills in both individual and group exer-
cises. During this stage, the teacher can assess or coach 
individuals, sections, or the entire ensemble. The process 
then returns to stage one with new experience, ideas, 
and understanding. 

Developing the Choral Tech-up
The fi rst step in developing the choral tech-up is to 

assess the skills of  the individual musicians within the en-
semble. If  the teacher is in a new position and has never 
taught the ensemble, listening to prior recordings, send-
ing out self-assessment surveys, or asking for general skill 
assessments from a predecessor can be benefi cial. In an 
ideal setting, information can be gleaned while working 
with the ensemble in the fi nal interview process. Howev-
er, research comparing choral ensemble and individual 
performance achievement found no signifi cant relation-
ship between ensemble and individual sight-singing or 
expressivity achievement scores.19 It might be pragmatic 
to then spend the fi rst week compiling individual assess-
ment achievement skills formally or informally during 
the fi rst week of  classes. Once the individual needs are 
assessed, the teacher can set goals for the marking peri-
od, semester, and year. From these goals, exercises can be 
developed, and repertoire can be chosen that will allow 
students to practice and transfer skills developed within 
the tech-up. The tech-up is broken down into the follow-
ing sequence: 

1) Listening awareness

2) Engage audiation and subvocalization imagery 

THE HORSE BEFORE THE CART



CHORAL JOURNAL  April 2020                          Volume 60  Number 9         33

ed sounds. The teacher should preface that our biases 
(whether we like a sound or not) should not infl uence 
our description of  sound, and students should be intro-
duced to a wide variety of  diverse recordings and vocal 
qualities.23 

Descriptors such as dark, bright, and brassy work well 
when fi rst listening to examples.24 Descriptors can then 
be translated, using EVT or a similar model, into com-
ponents within the vocal mechanism associated with the 
creation of  those sounds—e.g., what is heard as breathy 
can be translated into an aspirate onset or stiff  folds (Fig-
ure 1). 

Utilizing exemplary vocal models can help students 
develop listening skills and eventually help students cre-
ate those sounds more successfully. Scott McCoy sug-
gests students should fi rst discuss and describe various 
sounds they hear from the vocal models. It can be helpful 
to create handouts that direct the students’ listening and 
ask them to describe the sounds. These are some exam-
ple questions:

• Breath management and airfl ow: Is the sound breathy 
or non-breathy? Is the sound pressed, constricted, 
or weak? 

• Onset: Does it sound like the attack of  each note utiliz-
es a glottal, aspirate, or smooth onset? 

• Resonance and space: Is the sound dark, bright, brassy/
twangy, nasalized, tall, or wide? Is the larynx in high, 
middle, or low position?

Although advantageous to begin describing sounds 
using imagery or metaphor, those descriptors should be 

3) Physical warm-up

4) “Check-in,” semi-occluded vocal tract exercise

5) Target-specifi c exercises in coordinating breath/onset

6) Target-specifi c resonance exercises

7) Vocal quality building

8) Harmonic exercises

9) Sight-singing with vocal quality

Incorporation of  Kolb’s experiential learning theory 
throughout the tech-up will ensure that all learning styles 
are being met. For example, the teacher can be in stage 
two and employ vocal modeling and should follow that 
with stage three, incorporating individual and group 
feedback. It is recommended that steps two through sev-
en of  the tech-up are unaccompanied to promote the 
development of  listening and audiation skills. Steps sev-
en and eight can utilize accompaniment for harmonic 
context rather than playing in unison with the voices. 
Students can develop both improved intonation and lit-
eracy skills from this type of  harmonic structure.20 Stu-
dents should also take time to build skills singing with 
just intonation without accompaniment. In this type of  
tuning, the choir spends time tuning intervals that are 
not in equal temperament, such as tuning (and hearing) 
fi fths slightly higher than what is played on the piano.21

Before Sound
According to NAfME’s music standards for ensem-

bles, students should be able to develop personal inter-
pretations that consider creators’ intent.22 Listening and 
analyzing vocal qualities and choices prior to singing can 
help students develop a list of  vocal possibilities to better 
meet this standard. The tech-up begins with the devel-
opment of  a common language with students and build-
ing aural discrimination skills. This corresponds to stage 
one of  Kolb’s experiential learning theory, in which the 
teacher acts as a facilitator guiding student learning and 
discussion by listening, labeling, and critiquing record-
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connected with the actual anatomy. Too often, phras-
es such as “support from the diaphragm,” “place it in 
the mask,” “imagine throwing your sound across the 
room,” or “that is fl at or sharp” can lead to confusion 
and unintended vocal tension. Furthermore, not all 
students experience sound, vowels, or imagery in the 
same way. The phrase “support from your diaphragm” 
holds little validity, as singers cannot be in direct con-
trol of  their diaphragm and it does not support sound. 
Utilizing the term “placement” in teaching pedagogy 
can cause students to literally place their sound in a 
specifi c area, causing tension and confusion.25 Using 
imagery such as “throw your sound” can cause students 
to force air against highly adducted vocal folds, causing 
tension, a pressed sound, and constriction of  the false 
vocal folds. In addition, phrases such as “you are fl at” 
or “you are sharp” might not help students understand 
how to improve their intonation and negatively aff ect 
their psyche and self-confi dence. Instead, teachers can 
explore the anatomic reason for the intonation con-
cerns (perhaps the tongue or larynx is overly low caus-
ing fl attening). 

Once students develop a simplistic anatomic lan-
guage in regard to breath, onset/phonation, and res-
onance they can begin exploring these characteristics 
in the creation of  vocal qualities, alone and in groups. 
Throughout the year teachers should advocate that 
students eventually describe sounds with terminology 
connected to the anatomic structures causing the cre-
ated vocal quality. This common language and termi-
nology can also benefi t the students as they transition 
into the voice studio because they will be able to discuss 
specifi cally what they are working on in choir.

As students enhance their listening discrimination 
skills, they can begin to develop and heighten their 
audiation skills in step two of  the tech-up. Gordon 
defi ned audiation as the “process of  assimilating and 
comprehending (not simply rehearing) music heard 
in the immediate past, days, weeks, months, or years 
ago…Sound is only audiated after it is perceived.”26

As students become more adept at describing sounds 
with anatomic understanding, they can audiate those 
sounds and employ subvocalization; the integration of  
audiation with motor imagery, or “imagined voice-re-
lated sounds and actions.”27

Throughout the year, subvocalization and silent 
practice can help students develop their sense of  the 
awareness and position of  muscles and structures in the 
body (proprioception) as they relate to vocal production. 
Students can also benefi t from applying external focus 
via kinesthetic awareness to these movements—e.g., 
feeling the ribs expand and remain expanded with the 
sensation of  a smooth onset, or feeling the larynx as it 
lowers or rises to make a darker or brighter sound. As 
the year progresses, step one can incorporate listening 
to concert recordings of  the choir to engage in self-as-
sessment skills. 

Physical Warm-up and “Check-in”
The next step of  the tech-up is performing a physical 

warm-up followed by a daily “check-in” with the voice. 
Within the tech-up, the physical warm-up can be done 
earlier, later, or in conjunction with the “check-in.” The 
goal of  the physical warm-up should be to get the body 
ready for singing and encourage proper alignment. 
This includes, but is not limited to, physical stretching 
of  muscles utilized in vocal production; the neck, shoul-
ders, ribs, and back. Teachers may also wish to perform 
some aerobic exercises to get the body in motion and 
elevate energy levels. 

The “check-in” allows students and teachers to feel  
and hear how the voice is responding to various isomet-
ric and isotonic muscle activities. Utilizing Stemple’s 
VFE initial exercise, sopranos/altos should sustain [i] 
on F4 (F3 for tenors/basses) or another comfortable 
unison pitch as long and quietly as possible. Students 
can repeat this independently. This can be followed by 
an isotonic vowel sliding exercise on [o] or any semi-oc-
cluded vocal tract exercise (SOVTE)28 such as singing 
through a small or large diameter straw, singing into 
the fi st, singing on a lip trill, or on an “ng” as in the 
word “sing.” The goal in this exercise is for students to 
perform these slowly ascending and descending without 
feeling or hearing any noticeable “breaks” or shifts in 
the register (or true vocal fold body-cover in Figure 1).
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Exploring Onsets
The next portion of  the tech-up focuses on breath 

management and activation exercises as they relate to 
onsets. Teachers should utilize a breath gesture (i.e., a 
preparatory breath) associated with expansion of  the 
rib cage and epigastric area. Students can also create 
physical gestures associated with various sensations of  
the breath/onset coordination throughout the tech-
up.29 This can help build connection to the conductor’s 
gesture.30  

Students should explore various onsets (glottal, as-
pirate, and smooth) in connection with the repertoire 
being rehearsed. Exercises should begin in a singer’s 
comfortable mid-range on a single pitch. Singing on 
one pitch allows students to focus on the desired on-
set without varying other elements of  vocal production 
(Figure 2). Teachers should incorporate both free prac-
tice and group practice on these exercises with all vow-
els during the tech-up.

It is important that students quantify the eff ort or 
energy used while performing an exercise. This eff ort 
scale ranges from 1 to 10 (10 equating to maximal ef-
fort). If  a scratch or tickling sensation occurs at the true 
vocal fold level during any exercise, the student may 
be constricting the false vocal folds by using too much 
eff ort to perform the onset or pushing too much air 
against the vibrating folds (causing overadduction).31 

Students can also utilize onsets as ploys to fi nd vari-
ous vibratory modes (associated with registration theo-
ry) or various conditions of  the true vocal folds (associ-
ated with the body-cover theory). A glottal onset [i] can 
be used as a ploy to fi nd “chest voice” of  a thick fold 
condition, a smooth onset [ ji] can be used to fi nd head 
voice or a thin fold condition, and an aspirate onset [hi] 
can be used to fi nd falsetto register or a stiff  fold condi-
tion. In advanced exercises, any onset can be used with 
any registration or body-cover.32 For a more advanced 
exercise, students can perform Figure 2 and sustain the 
fi nal note for as long as possible while varying dynam-
ics. Students will continue to gain strength and stamina 
with the incorporation of  these conditioning exercises 
into each tech-up. Teachers should feel free to create 
their own exercises in any portion of  the tech-up. The 
ideas in this article are simply to help teachers begin 
to think of  ways to create target-specifi c vocalises for a 

more eff ective tech-up with your ensemble.33

Exploring Resonance
As with the previous onset exercises, exploring res-

onance includes specifi c focus on anatomic structures 
above the true vocal folds (Figure 1), in combination 
or isolation, that aff ect changes in vocal quality. Such 
exercises might explore changes in laryngeal height, 
lip shape, jaw position, tongue position, aryepiglottic 
sphincter (epilarynx space) width, or the position of  
the velum. Shifts within any of  these components will 
change the perceived brightness or darkness of  the 
quality by acoustically highlighting higher or lower 
harmonic frequencies produced by the true vocal folds. 
Changing the shape and size of  the vocal tract also 
aff ects the formants within the vocal tract that create 
vowels and also emphasize certain bands of  harmonic 
frequencies (giving them a boost of  energy) while ab-
sorbing others.

As a starter exercise, students can feel their larynx 
with the fi ngers of  one hand while performing a swal-
lowing exercise. Teachers can direct students’ attention 
to the sensations occurring both externally and inter-
nally while swallowing. Students will notice that the 
larynx rises and then lowers during the swallow. This 
shows the variability of  laryngeal position that can oc-
cur during singing. Certain styles require a lower la-
ryngeal position (some western classical and crooning 
styles, which emphasize lower harmonics) and a higher 
laryngeal position (some musical theatre and various 
contemporary commercial music styles, which empha-
size higher harmonics). Singers must also allow the lar-
ynx to rise to access the highest pitches in their range.34 
With training, singers can sustain various laryngeal 
positions in isolation of  other vocal components. For 
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example, during a swallow the larynx rises and the false 
vocal folds constrict to the midline (toward the middle) 
positi on. With training, singers can learn to avoid false 
vocal fold constriction when singing with a higher laryn-
geal position.35

Students can explore laryngeal height by using var-
ious ploys (such as cartoon characters). Have students 
sing the exercises in Figures 3 and 4 with a higher and 
lower laryngeal position. To fi nd a higher position, have 
students giggle like a younger version of  themselves or 
think of  a smaller cartoon character. Once students fi nd 
the sound, have them monitor eff ort for a scratch or tick-
le, and then sing the exercise on [i] while maintaining 
the laryngeal position. To fi nd a lower position, have stu-
dents sob or think of  Eeyore from “Winnie the Pooh.” 
Once students fi nd the sound, have them monitor eff ort 
and then sing the exercise on [u] while maintaining the 
laryngeal position. Eventually, students will be able to 
gain a heightened awareness of  internal propriocep-
tion (awareness of  movement and position of  the body) 
and will no longer need to feel the laryngeal movement 
with the fi ngers while singing. Students will also become 
more adept at maintaining a tongue position in isola-
tion of  laryngeal movement in order to have accurate 
vowel formation. Resonance exercises can become more 
advanced as students become more anatomically aware 
and versatile.  

Visual feedback can also help students understand 
various changes in resonance. There are a number of  

spectral analysis software programs (VoceVista, Voice-
print, and various free apps) that showcase these various 
changes. In the previous laryngeal exercise, a spectro-
gram will show a lowering and raising of  all formants 
with the respective changes of  singing with a lower to 
higher laryngeal position.

Putting it All Together
The last three steps of  the tech-up include exploring 

the vocal quality desired for specifi c repertoire and per-
forming harmonic exercises and sight-reading examples 
that transition into the subsequent repertoire in the re-
hearsal plan. Vocal Quality focuses on maintaining the 
quality throughout the range. This diff ers from registra-
tion theory, which suggests vibratory modes are associ-
ated with specifi c pitch ranges. Choral teachers should 
choose repertoire based on the initial assessment and 
goal setting for the year with focus on the desired vocal 
quality and structural components. This requires some 
research in performance practice of  various styles of  mu-
sic. A speech, twang, or belt quality may be desirable for 
singing gospel music, whereas a choral cry quality may 
be desired for a standard twenty-fi rst-century choral oc-
tavo written in a pan-diatonic, chord cluster style. 

The vocal quality labels do not matter as much as the 
“ingredients” that comprise the intended quality or “rec-
ipe.” Vocal components within speech quality remain 
more neutral (as in the speaking voice), twang has the 
characteristic narrow aryepiglottic sphincter (bratty child 
sound), belt requires the least amount of  airfl ow,36 and 
the choral cry quality has the characteristic thin fold, 
“head voice” sound, with a mid larynx position, and is 
sung either with straight tone or shimmering, low ampli-
tude vibrato (possibly created by only slightly tilting the 
thyroid cartilage).37 Teachers will fi nd success develop-
ing desired vocal qualities by fi rst working extensively on 
targeted anatomic exercises in the previous steps of  the 
tech-up.

These vocal qualities can then be incorporated into 
harmonic exercises with focus on fi rst tuning octaves and 
stacked fi fths. Students should also focus on matching the 
vocal quality within their section of  the ensemble and 
then matching the vowel when performing harmonic ex-
ercises. This places emphasis on developing the founda-
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tional vocal quality independent of  vowel changes. This 
may be the reverse of  the typical procedure in achieving 
choral blend; however, singers can sing any vowel in any 
quality and can be trained to shift vowels without shift-
ing vocal quality.

Students can begin to understand how their quality 
fi ts in the vertical and linear tuning between sections of  
the choir once they are matching vocal quality within 
their section. There are times when the basses will need 
a slightly varied vocal quality than the sopranos in order 
to emphasize a certain pitch within the vertical sonority. 
Teachers should also have students focus on maintaining 
the desired vocal quality while sight-reading (whether 
on a neutral syllable, solfège, or text) in order to build 
muscle memory and stamina. Often times, singers use 
“sight-reading” quality while sight-reading new mu-
sic instead of  the desired quality. Sight-reading quality 
might be associated with breath noise, constriction, or 
pressing of  air that can occur when attention is on pitch-
es and rhythms rather than vocal production. 

It is also benefi cial for teachers to help students explore 
the relationship between vocal technique and expressive 
performance skills. Singers can crescendo or decrescendo and 
perform syllabic stress by maneuvering various vocal 
structures. For example, a change in registration from 
chest to head voice, TVF body-cover from thick to thin 
folds, or velum from high to mid position can all result in 
a perceived decrescendo. Choral blend can be enhanced 
if  students match the same action to achieve expressive 
performance elements. For an example choral tech-up lesson 
template, visit www.brianwinnie.com/professionalresources.

Assessment and Feedback
Throughout the year together, teachers will be able 

create more advanced exercises within the tech-up fo-
cusing on extremes of  register and harmony. When de-
veloping the tech-up and rehearsal exercises, teachers 
should continually assess student achievement in the 
areas of  breath, onset/phonation, and resonance. This 
connects to stage three and four of  Kolb’s experiential 
learning theory; teacher’s provide feedback and coach 
through the active experimentation process. This keeps 
the teacher’s focus on the underlying vocal issues caus-
ing musical and expressive concerns, and encourages the 

teacher to internally ask questions such as, “What am I 
hearing and what one structure can help alter to fi x this 
concern?” “Can the vocal issue be solved by a change 
in breath, onset, or resonance?” “Will a change in my 
breath or onset gesture help change the quality?” 

Teachers can move back into any step of  the tech-
up when students fi nd a section of  a piece particularly 
diffi  cult during rehearsal. Teachers can then pause and 
create an exercise or vocalise that helps students work 
on vocal technique concerns within that specifi c section. 
Likewise, creating a transitionary tech-up can help set a 
new vocal quality as teachers move to another piece of  
repertoire that requires a diff erent “recipe,” such as tran-
sitioning from western classical to contemporary musical 
theatre. 

Teachers should also provide individual instruction, 
modeling, and feedback within the group ensemble set-
ting. This rapport can be developed immediately and 
utilized within the entire tech-up. Incorporating indi-
vidual instruction can provide peer-vocal models for 
students and allows individuals to get one-on-one atten-
tion within the rehearsal. Formal assessment of  musical 
elements in choral ensembles often occurs at the group 
level especially during contest time at formal state and 
regional adjudications. However, as noted earlier, group 
ensemble achievement does not indicate individual 
achievement within the ensemble. These fi ndings sug-
gest the need to incorporate individual feedback more 
often in the development of  individual skills within the 
ensemble setting. 

Students may fi nd one-on-one work within the group 
setting intimidating. Choral teachers can create a posi-
tive learning environment by slowly incorporating one-
on-one work over the course of  a semester. Students 
must understand that all sounds are good sounds (unless 
they cause a scratch or tickle) because they can teach 
something about the voice. Teachers can begin creating 
trust by emphasizing outstanding participation by indi-
viduals during any portion of  the tech-up: “I like how 
Johnny is properly aligned,” “Susan is using strong ener-
gy to sing this sustained pitch,” or “Jenny’s eye contact 
is excellent!” Have students snap their fi ngers, or some-
thing similar, after each positive comment to affi  rm each 
other (clapping can be too loud). Next, teachers can have 
individuals share their responses and critiques during the 
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fi rst step of  the tech-up. As trust continues to build in the 
ensemble, the teacher should assess who can eff ective-
ly model a particular exercise. “Sam, can you breathe 
like that again?” “Everyone notice how Sam is breathing 
this time. What do you see/hear?” Then have students 
model onsets and eventually entire exercises for one an-
other. Teachers should be sure to provide feedback after 
each individual performs, fi rst starting with a positive 
comment followed by something to try diff erently. The 
teacher can then work on that concept with the entire 
ensemble.38

Developing individual skills within a group ensemble 
setting can be challenging; however, teachers can build 
these individual skills within the choral tech-up. Teachers 
can also benefi t from utilizing Kolb’s experiential learn-
ing theory during each aspect of  the tech-up process to 
engage all learning styles. The tech-up helps students 
gain skills in self-assessment and understanding of  eff ec-
tive practice technique as they develop more awareness 
of  how their voices work. It also helps students under-
stand why certain vocal qualities are chosen for reper-
toire in regard to voice science, acoustics, and perfor-
mance practice. The tech-up provides students with a 
daily vocal “check-in” regime. It also helps teachers cre-
ate meaningful vocalises specifi c to desired outcomes in-
corporating elements of  voice and exercise science. The 
tech-up can also increase students’ sight-reading ability 
by understanding the voice’s relationship to pitch and vo-
cal quality. This overall approach to developing individu-
al, transferable vocal technique skills within the ensemble 
can enhance a choir’s versatility in performing diverse 
repertoire. 
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