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Imagine a room where something remarkable hap-
pens—an energetic and engaging experience with the 
individualized attention of  a one-to-one voice lesson 
and the collaborative spirit of  a choral rehearsal. Sing-
ers engage in targeted, quick-paced, playful, and fun 
repetitions of  exercises and short song cuts designed 
to help them achieve their individual vocal goals, but 
they do so together. They learn from each other and 
grow both as soloists and as members of  an encourag-
ing collective. 

Group-voice classes uniquely focus on the individu-
al while integrating group-pedagogical strategies that 
foster more effective learning and encourage social 
interaction and connection. This article examines the 
convergence of  group-voice pedagogy and choral ped-
agogy. It offers practical strategies and resources for 
choral directors that aim to advance the vocal goals 
and development of  each individual while reinforcing 
the cohesiveness and performance of  the collective en-
semble. Practitioners have emphasized the importance 
of  integrating science-informed voice pedagogy and 
singing instruction inclusive of  a wide range of  genres 
into choral rehearsals and classrooms.1 This article will 
explore different ways to accomplish these goals using 

a group-voice pedagogical approach that fosters in-
creased vocal growth, artistic freedom, and overall ful-
fillment in the choral setting. 

Overview
Group-voice pedagogy has seen a resurgence of  in-

terest in recent years with new initiatives, workshops, 
and resources. In 2022, the National Association of  
Teachers of  Singing (NATS) announced the Clifton 
Ware Group-Voice Pedagogy Award to support voice 
instruction in group settings.2 At the 2024 NATS Con-
ference in Knoxville, Tennessee, my colleagues and 
I led a premium workshop and a breakout panel on 
group-voice strategies for various settings and with 
singers at different ages and stages.3 My own passion 
for group-voice teaching began after attending a work-
shop with Clayne Robison at Brigham Young Universi-
ty.4 This transformative experience inspired further ex-
ploration of  the topic throughout my graduate studies 
as I focused on how to integrate group-voice training 
into choral methods classes and with instrumental mu-
sic education majors. Since that time, I have incorpo-
rated small and large group-voice curricula into my ac-
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ademic applied voice studio and independent business 
and conducted mixed-methods, longitudinal research 
on student perceptions of  a group-voice curriculum.5 
In 2023, I established the Center for Group-Voice Ped-
agogy and Research at Coastal Carolina University 
and launched our summer Group-Voice Pedagogy In-
tensive, which features a dedicated session on applying 
group-voice teaching principles in the choral setting.6 

What Is Group-Voice Pedagogy? 
Cynthia Vaughn, coauthor of  the popular class-

voice textbook, The Singing Book, describes group voice 
as “not exactly like private lessons” and “not exactly 
like choir. It’s something different.”7 At its core, group-
voice pedagogy refers to the study of  the art, science, or 
practice of  applied voice teaching in group settings.8 
Unlike a one-to-one voice lesson between one singer 
and one voice teacher, group-voice teaching involves 
paired, small, and large groups of  singers working to-
ward solo singing outcomes together in a shared envi-
ronment. Group-voice classes can provide a supportive 
and collaborative atmosphere where individuals can 
develop functional, observational, and artistic singing 
and performance skills . . . together. 

Group-voice instruction has had a long-standing 
presence in voice pedagogy, although historically, the 
content of  these classes may have been more focused 
on music reading and ensemble singing.9 Currently, 
practitioner-based articles and class-voice textbooks 
offer resources for group-voice study in various con-
texts.10 While many might assume that voice classes 
only include avocational singers, beginning singers, or 
nonvoice majors, some authors have also discussed the 
inclusion of  group training with voice majors in aca-
demic settings.11 However, research specifically focused 
on group-voice pedagogy remains limited. 

Why Group-Voice Pedagogy  
in the Choral Setting? 

Among voice professionals, choral conductors deep-
ly understand both the benefits and challenges of  
teaching and directing singing in groups. In fact, some 
might argue that choral pedagogy is group-voice ped-

agogy. While elements of  these two fields can be ef-
fectively merged (which is the focus of  this article), an 
important distinction remains. Traditional choral ped-
agogy emphasizes creating a unified collective sound 
with necessary attention given to aspects of  blend and 
balance. Group-voice pedagogy prioritizes the solo 
voice outcomes of  singers training together in groups. 
Choral directors may spend time on vocal exercises 
and developmental voice training; however, it can be 
challenging to hear and give feedback to individual 
voices when the entire group sings together, especial-
ly in larger ensembles. By integrating principles from 
group-voice pedagogy, choral directors may be able to 
more effectively balance attention on individual voices 
while also engaging the entire group in repetitions of  
functional voice exercises and repertoire tasks. 

We know that the sound of  an ensemble depends on 
much more than the sum of  its parts. As James Daugh-
erty states, singers will sing differently in an ensemble 
than they do as soloists due to the unique acoustical, 
perceptual, and sociological elements present when 
singing in a group.12 We cannot, therefore, assume that 
an ensemble of  excellent solo voices will automatically 
have an excellent choral sound.13 And yet, we under-
stand that each singer’s overall voice function, mastery 
of  their instrument, and ability to technically and stylis-
tically adapt to genres they wish to perform (including 
various genres of  ensemble music) can lead to dramatic 
differences in the overall timbre and artistic flexibility 
of  the group. Most singers will not be able to gain these 
skills through one-to-one voice lessons. The vocal in-
struction they receive in choral ensembles may be the 
only formal voice training they ever experience. Inte-
grating group-voice instruction into choral rehearsals 
and choral programs can be one way to ensure all sing-
ers have access to quality voice instruction. 

Choral directing demands a deep understanding of  
both voice and choral pedagogy. Similarly, group-voice 
pedagogy requires specialized knowledge, skills, and 
training that can differ from one-to-one voice instruc-
tion and traditional choral methods. This article cannot 
comprehensively address all the facets of  group-voice 
pedagogy or describe in words the dynamic and com-
plex interactions between individuals in group-voice 
classes. However, the following concepts can serve as a 
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starting point for further exploration. 

Getting Started: Key Ideas 

Alternate between the Group and Individuals 
In group-fitness or dance classes, instructors can 

easily observe, assess, and provide feedback; however, 
things become much more challenging in group-music 
classes. Alternating between one singer and the group 
in a dynamic, rhythmic, and repetitive way will allow 
you to hear and monitor individual singers and the en-
tire group without disturbing the flow by stopping to 
focus on one person for too long. This method can be 
used when exploring technical voice concepts at the be-
ginning of  rehearsal (commonly called “warm-ups”), 
during repertoire work, and when teaching almost any-
thing in a group setting. 

Find the Flow 
When introducing a new skill, give the entire group 

multiple repetitions of  the concept before calling on 
an individual. Without stopping and while staying in 
the tempo and meter of  the exercise pattern, choose 
an individual who appears confident in that particular 
exercise. Alternatively, you might ask for a volunteer, 
although this might require you to wait briefly. After 
the singer performs the repetition, pause and offer 
simple, specific, and related feedback based on the di-
rectives you gave the group. Without losing momen-
tum, say, “Everyone and then (the name of  the singer 
you called)” and cue the next repetition with the pia-
no, which gives the individual and the entire group a 
chance to integrate the feedback. 

On the next repetition, call on the same singer 
one more time to assess improvement. You can give a 
quick, “Yes, nice onset!,” for example, as you move on 
to the next repetition with the group or stop momen-
tarily to give additional feedback or the next direction. 
Continue alternating between the group and individ-
uals in this paced and rhythmic manner. You will see 
that by the time you call on the fifth or sixth singer, 
many have integrated the feedback you explored with 
the first few singers, and you can continue to scale the 
concept. During technical voice work, do not be con-

cerned about balance and blend. Instead, focus on the 
individual’s voice development and command of  the 
instrument as a solo singer. 

By using this “popcorn” approach, singers tend to be 
more engaged, as they expect to be called on to demon-
strate at any time. There can be many variations of  this 
concept; however, the primary goal is to be able to hear, 
instruct, and assess individuals while they learn from 
each other and practice repetitions as a group. Once 
you feel that many of  the singers have learned the con-
cept, you can do a quick “lightning round” assessment 
where each singer performs one repetition down the 
row or around the circle without stopping. 

Pass and “Phone a Friend”
Some singers may be nervous to sing alone in a cho-

ral setting. Always offer an option to pass or “phone 
a friend” to sing with them on the repetition (using a 
phone gesture and pointing to another group member). 
If  a singer chooses to pass or phone a friend, simply go 
to the next repetition with the pair or back to the entire 
group without hesitation or stopping the rhythmic rep-
etition of  the exercises. Typically, individuals will grow 
more comfortable with singing solo in front of  each 
other as time progresses, especially when encouraged 
in a playful and supportive atmosphere.

Guided Self-Assessment, Feedback, and Peer-Teaching
Rather than giving feedback, you can also ask guid-

ed self-assessment questions (e.g., “did you feel that 
repetition was more breathy or pressed?”). Individuals 
can respond verbally, or the entire ensemble can use 
their hands to indicate the answer (e.g., thumbs up/
thumbs down, using fingers to rank 1 to 10). Depend-
ing on the overall cohesion of  the group, you might 
also have another singer provide guided feedback or 
include a peer-teaching moment (e.g., “what did you 
notice about the closure on that repetition?” and “what 
could we add to the exercise to make it even more ef-
ficient?”). Asking specific, guided questions helps focus 
the responses and prevents open-ended answers that 
could unintentionally upset another singer, especially 
if  they do not know each other well. These approaches 
can help monitor individual progress, encourage criti-
cal thinking, and assess higher-order skills.
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Rehearsing Repertoire
You can utilize the previously mentioned ideas in 

repertoire by rehearsing an interval, series of  pitches, 
one phrase, or a section on a loop. Alternate between 
individuals and the group with quick, simple, and 
scaled directives and feedback. You can also include 
short cuts (8–10 measures) of  transposable repertoire 
from a variety of  genres as a way to explore specific 
concepts (e.g., Rihanna’s “Umbrella” for onsets or the 
Cranberries’ “Zombie” for registration). You can vary 
your approach depending on the unique vocal and mu-
sical goals, the level of  the singers, and the stage of  the 
rehearsal process.

Foster Group Cohesion, Camaraderie, and Fun
Cohesion and camaraderie in group classes begin 

with effective leadership. From the beginning, mem-
bers of  the ensemble need to know that the director 
has the best interest of  the individual and the group 
in mind throughout every step of  the process. Make 
sure to spend a little time in each rehearsal on a group 
cohesion activity so that singers can connect with one 
another (e.g., sharing their singing goals, something ex-
citing they did last weekend, or their earliest memory 
of  singing). Incorporate games, breakout moments, and 
small-group assignments that promote bonding and 
collaboration, such as designing a voice exercise togeth-
er, sharing a list of  their favorite singers, or encourag-
ing them to eat lunch together. Create a positive and 
energetic atmosphere by playing their favorite songs 
during the beginning of  rehearsals, physical warmups, 
breaks, and any other group cohesion activities. Model 
supportive reactions when individuals sing and applaud 
bravery when they take risks. Demonstrate how to give 
feedback appropriately. Urge students to clap when 
they notice significant improvements and high five af-
ter completing focused sections of  work. Once students 
become more comfortable in the group, they will be 
more willing to sing in front of  each other and engage 
in shared learning experiences. 

Utilize Practice Teams and Small Groups in the Ensemble
Set up a row of  “VIP seats” in front of  the group. 

Ask for one volunteer or assign an individual from each 
voice section to move to a VIP seat for part of  the class 
or the entire rehearsal. You might even include fun sun-
glasses, hats, boas, or costume pieces they can wear! 
Having these singers directly in front of  you allows you 
to hear and assess them more closely. You can assign 
different singers to these seats at various times in order 
to give everyone a chance. Alternate instruction and 
repetitions between individuals in the small group of  
VIP seats and the group as a whole. 

You can also assign small groups of  practice teams 
with 3–4 singers from one voice section or one singer 
from each voice section. Encourage them to create a 
team name, break off for activities during class, practice 
together, and check in with each other during the week. 
Since group cohesion tends to be stronger in smaller 
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groups, this strategy can help foster connection and 
collaboration. 

Offer Group-Voice Lessons in Your Choral Program 
Offering small or large group-voice lessons works 

well in various choral contexts, including religious, 
community, and educational settings. Some schools 
may already provide students with an opportunity to 
have one-to-one voice lessons during the school day 
with the choral director or other instructors; however, 
this model can pose challenges with scheduling and 
accommodating all interested students. It may also be 
exclusionary to those who cannot afford private in-
struction. As an alternative, offering small group-voice 
lessons (3–4 students) or a voice class (10–15 students) 
can be a more accessible option and allow students to 
receive more personalized voice instruction while also 
experiencing the educational and social benefits of  
learning in groups. Small group-voice lessons with stu-
dents of  similar voice types can be especially beneficial 
when preparing for competitions or festivals. 

During these sessions, avoid master class format or 
having students observe. Instead, allow participants to 
sing most of  the time as you alternate between indi-
viduals and the group. As Richard Rosewall described 
in 1984, “In class sessions we deal not with a set of  
miniature voice lessons given to individual students 
while others patiently watch, but a dynamic situation 
in which all persons present are participating all of  
the time.”14 Just like at the gym, watching others train 
will not be as productive–—active participation drives 
progress. 

Future Directions
In his 2016 call to reclaim group-voice instruction in 

music education, Patrick Freer emphasized the impor-
tance of  educative singing that can “transfer across vo-
cal platforms, genres, and activities.”15 Freer comment-
ed, “We encounter problems when we focus on the 
performance of  choral music without emphasizing the 
underlying need to nurture the singing skills of  all stu-
dents.”16 Incorporating group-voice pedagogy into the 
choral setting can greatly improve both individual and 
ensemble vocal outcomes for all students. Imagine the 

impact when each singer can vocally express themselves 
more immediately, efficiently, and most of  all, artistically. 

As William Sauerland pointed out, however, voice 
professionals need “training that is specific to group 
voice class instruction.”17 Impactful group-voice teach-
ing requires additional knowledge and skills beyond 
those typically found in one-to-one voice pedagogy and 
choral pedagogy. Simply applying one-to-one methods 
with multiple singers or having the whole ensemble sing 
together for the entire rehearsal may not be the most 
efficient or effective approach when incorporating tech-
nical voice training with choirs. 

University voice pedagogy courses may primarily fo-
cus on one-to-one voice instruction. Furthermore, some 
choral directors might not be required to take a class ful-
ly dedicated to voice pedagogy or the course(s) required 
may not offer in-depth coverage of  group-voice pedago-
gy.18 For example, in the current NATS science-informed 
voice pedagogy resources, the proposed one-semester 
voice pedagogy syllabus includes a course outcome that 
students should be able to “teach voice lessons in one-
on-one and/or group settings.”19 However, due to limit-
ed time and all of  the important topics that must be cov-
ered, the proposed course schedule only dedicates one 
class to a practicum focused on group-voice teaching. 20 

Based on our knowledge of  the current and variable 
state of  this type of  training in college and university 
programs, it is possible that some readers may not have 
fully experienced group-voice teaching as described in 
the context of  this article. For those seeking more in-
formation and professional development opportunities 
related to group-voice pedagogy, I encourage you to ex-
plore the resources referenced in this article and con-
sider joining the NATS Group-Voice Pedagogy Affini-
ty Group.21 Examine how this approach, including the 
practical steps detailed in this article, might inform your 
own professional practice. 

Conclusion
Integrating group-voice strategies can enhance sing-

ing instruction in the choral setting by effectively balanc-
ing both individual and ensemble vocal outcomes. As we 
continue to explore the intersections of  voice, choral, 
and group-voice pedagogies, sharing insights and in-
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novations from our varied professional experiences will 
further strengthen our ability to nurture and inspire the 
voices in our studios, classrooms, and ensembles. 

Amelia Rollings Bigler is associate professor of  music 
(voice and voice pedagogy) at Coastal Carolina Univer-
sity. In 2022, she was recognized by the National Associ-
ation of  Teachers of  Singing as the inaugural recipient 
of  the Clifton Ware Group-Voice Pedagogy Award.
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