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The human spirit is elevated to a broader understanding 
of itself and its place in the world through the study of and 
participation in choral music. Singing in a choir produces 
more active and involved citizens. It affects self-worth 
in youth and adults. It builds connectivity throughout 
communities.  Society benefits from the aesthetic beauty 
and community of singers created by choral programs 
within schools, houses of worship, and community 
organizations through involved citizenry, connectivity 
throughout communities, and feelings of personal self-
worth. The American Choral Directors Association and 
its membership resolve to ensure the survival of choral 
programs for this and future generations by:

Actively voicing support for funding at local, state, 
and national levels of education and government; 
collaborating with local and national organizations to 
ensure the distribution of arts funding data and arts-
related activism opportunities; advocating for full access 
to choral singing and inclusion of all singers in a choral 
program; and ensuring the distribution of advocacy 
statements and data regarding choral programs.   	            

With Gratitude and Hope
This month marks a significant moment for 

ACDA—a changing of  the guard. Many of  our 
dedicated state presidents are wrapping up their 
terms, our national executive committee roles are 
changing, and we have wonderful leaders from na-
tional R&R and standing committees who are ro-

tating off. All of  these leaders have navigated shifting priorities and led 
during uncertain times, and all while inspiring and building commu-
nity within ACDA.

To our state presidents, thank you. Your time, energy, and hearts 
have helped move this organization forward. Some of  the most im-
portant work you’ve done hasn’t shown up in headlines or reports—
but it’s been felt deeply by the people you’ve supported and encour-
aged within your local communities.

To André Thomas, who ends his term on the executive committee 
after eight years of  service, thank you. I will be forever grateful for your 
guidance and friendship. Your love for this profession, people, and or-
ganization is profoundly inspiring.

To David Fryling, who ends his term as president and becomes the 
chair of  the past president’s council, thank you. You’ve led during one 
of  the most critical times of  transformation in ACDA. Your knack for 
cutting right to the heart of  the matter has been invaluable. Thank you 
for being our Lodestar. You are a valued partner and friend, and I look 
forward to our continued work together.

To Dustin Cates, Joy Hirokawa, Emily Williams Burch, Robert 
Bode, Ryan Beeken, Kelsey Burkett, Caron Daley, Brandon Elliott, and 
Damion Womack, who are ending their terms on national R&R and/
or standing committees, you’ve pushed our content and event offerings 
forward with depth and a deep sense of  service to the membership. It 
was a privilege to serve with such masterful experts.

The future of  our organization is in good hands. Our new leaders 
are stepping into a vibrant legacy of  service—and they are not alone. 
They are part of  a strong network, supported by their predecessors 
and by a community that believes in the power of  connection, music, 
and leadership. Leadership transitions can bring both a sense of  loss 
and a sense of  renewal. Let’s celebrate those who are completing their 
service by offering our deep gratitude, and let’s rally around those who 
are just getting started.

To our outgoing servant leaders, thank you for everything. To our 
incoming leaders, welcome. We can’t wait to see what you’ll do.



CHORAL JOURNAL August 2025  	                                   Volume 66  Number 1           3    

  NATIONAL OFFICERS

PRESIDENT 
   EDITH COPLEY
  ecopley@acda.org

VICE PRESIDENT
   PEARL SHANGKUAN
  pshangkuan@acda.org

PRESIDENT-ELECT  
   JESSICA NÁPOLES
   jnapoles@acda.org

SECRETARY/TREASURER  
   ROBERT NATTER
  rnatter@gettysburg.edu

PAST PRESIDENT
   DAVID FRYLING
  dfryling@acda.org
  

EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR 
   ROBYN HILGER
   executivedirector@acda.org

NATIONAL R&R CHAIR 
   GRETCHEN HARRISON
   nationalrr@acda.org

EASTERN REGION PRESIDENT 
   AMANDA HANZLIK
   amandahanzlik@gmail.com

MIDWESTERN REGION PRESIDENT 
  DERRICK FOX
   foxderri@msu.edu

NORTHWESTERN REGION PRESIDENT

   WILLIAM CAMPBELL 
   billcampbell@nwacda.org

SOUTHERN REGION PRESIDENT
   JEFFERY AMES
   jefferyacdasouthern@gmail.com

SOUTHWESTERN REGION PRESIDENT
   JONATHAN D. OWEN
   Jonathano@swacda.org

WESTERN REGION PRESIDENT
       JULIE DANA
  jdana@acdawestern.org 

INDUSTRY ASSOCIATE REPRESENTATIVE
   OLIVER SCOFIELD
   KI Concerts
    oliver@kiconcerts.com
 
 

          

From the  
President

Edith Copley

As I write my first column for the Choral Journal, 
I want to thank Tom Shelton, who encouraged me 
to run for national office, saying that serving on the 
ACDA National Board was the most rewarding expe-
rience of  his career. Tom was right—it is truly an hon-
or to work with my colleagues on the National Board 
and Robyn Hilger, our visionary executive director. I 
am also grateful for the opportunity to meet so many 

talented and dedicated choral colleagues from around the country. Since I 
begin each day by saying aloud what I am grateful for in my life, I thought 
my first column should center on gratitude.

When I began my two-year term as president-elect, André Thomas 
tasked me to chair the Bylaws and Constitution Rewrite Committee. I am 
indebted to Lynne Gackle, Peggy Dettwiler, Vincent Oakes, Tim Wester-
haus, Mariana Farah, and Robyn Hilger, who worked on this arduous, two-
year process that paved a new path into the future for our organization. As 
I begin my term as president, I have tasked our new president-elect, Jessica 
Nápoles, to form a committee to tackle the next important step for ACDA: 
the development of  a Five-Year Strategic Plan.

As vice president, my primary responsibility was to serve as the chair of  
the 2025 National Conference in Dallas. (An interesting sidenote: I attended 
my very first ACDA national conference forty-eight years ago in Dallas!) As 
conference chair, I chose the theme, logo, conference committee members, 
eleven invited ensembles, and developed a new schedule, but the lion’s share 
of  the work was done by others. My heartfelt gratitude goes out to the con-
ference committee, who made this massive event an uplifting and positive 
experience for those in attendance: Jessica Nápoles (co-chair), Stan McGill 
(program and performance site coordinator), Brian Galante (perform-
ing choirs), Cari Earnhart (interest sessions), Pearl Shangkuan (immersion 
choirs), Gretchen Harrison (R&R forms and deep dives), Jared Berry and 
Andrea Galeno (honor choir coordinators), John Stafford (vocal jazz honor 
choir coordinator), William George-Twyman (equipment), Jennaya Robison 
(music in worship event), Robert Sinclair (student worker coordinator), our 
performance site managers (Brett Ballweg, Randall Hooper, Alonso Brizue-
la, and Natalie Walker-Cell), and all our student workers.

Special thanks to all the auditioned and invited performing choirs, con-
ductors, interest session presenters, and exhibitors who inspired and con-
nected with us in meaningful ways during those four days in March. Very 
special thanks to Robyn Hilger, Elizabeth Roewe, Karen Kegelman, and the 
entire national office staff for their work on the conference with such incred-
ible attention to detail. I also want to publicly thank Amanda Bumgarner 
and Ron Granger for their tireless editorial work on the Choral Journal. The 
January and February national conference issues were absolutely amazing.

(Continued on the next page)
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From the
Editor

Amanda Bumgarner

This issue of  the Choral Journal features two articles that immediately 
caught my eye. The first article by Honey Meconi discusses Dame Ethel 
Mary Smyth’s Mass in D, which was the topic of  my doctoral dissertation! 
Smyth was a fascinating woman who was a prodigy, author, conductor, 
suffragette, and ground-breaking English composer from the turn of  the 
twentieth century. Smyth’s Mass in D is a powerful work that deserves to be 
performed more frequently. The second article by Jennifer Hutton presents 
a metaphor of  the choir as a garden and encourages conductors to exam-
ine their rehearsal approach and realign their practices in order for each 
individual to develop and grow. Dr. Hutton was a brilliant graduate student 
at Northern ArizonaUniversity, and it is wonderful to see her thoughtful 
research printed in this issue of  the Choral Journal.

In closing, I know that many of  you are even now anticipating the start 
of  a new school year, liturgical year, and/or concert season. Thank YOU for 
your dedication to the choral profession. You and the music make a differ-
ence in the lives of  your singers and all those who come to listen—and for 
this, I am very grateful.

(Continued from the previous page) 2026 REGION CONFERENCES

This month’s Choral Journal is the first issue in Vol-
ume 66. The Volume 65 installment of  our annual 
index was printed in the June/July 2025 issue, and I 
want to thank Scott Dorsey for his continued work on 
this amazing resource. The full main index is avail-
able at acda.org/choraljournal. On the left sidebar 
is a bold heading: Choral Journal Index. Under-
neath are two links to the first and second volumes. 

This invaluable resource includes all articles in the Choral Journal archives 
and will assist you in locating previous Journal content.

The articles this month cover a range of  topics, and as always, while I 
know that most do not read every single article in every issue, I do hope 
that over the full volume year, you can can find content that is useful, in-
spiring, and applicable to your area(s) of  work. In this issue, there are sev-
eral R&R articles from the national chairs of  contemporary/commercial, 
world musics and cultures, and tenor-bass. The national R&R chairs con-
tribute content to Choral Journal on a rotating basis. Find a list of  recent 
articles on page 47.

I invite you to consider how you might contribute to Choral Journal and 
earn a place in a future index. We accept submissions at any time and 
welcome the chance to discuss an article idea with you. If  you have any 
questions, direct them to: abumgarner@acda.org.

From the  
President
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2026 ACDA Southern Region Conference     			                              
March 4-7, 2026  •  Memphis, Tennessee

2026 ACDA Western Region Conference     			                                           
March 4-7, 2026  •  San Jose, California

2026 ACDA Eastern Region Conference     			                                  
February 25-28, 2026  •  Providence, Rhode Island

2026 ACDA Southwestern Region Conference     			                          
March 4-7, 2026 •  Albuquerque, New Mexico

2026 ACDA Midwestern Region Conference     			                                   
February 25-28, 2026 • Milwaukee, Wisconsin

2026 ACDA Northwestern Region Conference     		
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2026 REGION CONFERENCES

www.acda.org

Midwestern
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T he ever-growing interest in women composers 
has drawn increased attention to the music of  
British composer Ethel Smyth (1858–1944).1 

Glyndebourne and other venues have produced her best-
known opera, The Wreckers, while the Boston Symphony 
recently programmed its overture. A complete recording 
by the BBC Symphony and Chorus of  Smyth’s path-
breaking opera Der Wald—the first opera by a woman ever 
performed by the Metropolitan Opera—appeared in 2023; 
the premiere recording of  her vocal work The Prison won a 
Grammy Award in 2022; and her choral March of  the Women 
continues to be the composition most closely associated 
with the suffrage movement. Also receiving more frequent 
performance is her extraordinary Mass in D, a work that 
“inspires enthusiasm in the singers,”2 according to one of  
its first champions, theorist Donald Francis Tovey. This 
article explores the history and musical makeup of  this 
challenging and deeply rewarding work. 

Honey Meconi
Arthur Satz Professor of  Music
University of  Rochester/Eastman School of  Music
Founding Editor, Oxford Studies in Early Music
honey.meconi@rochester.edu

Almost Lost to History:  
Ethel Smyth’s 
Extraordinary Mass in D
HONEY MECONI

6      CHORAL JOURNAL  August 2025              					      Volume 66  Number 1



CHORAL JOURNAL August 2025  					                                                             Volume 66  Number 1           7    

Ethel Mary Smyth ca. 1920–25. Bain Collection.  
Library of  Congress Prints & Photographs Division. Public Domain.
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valuable portrait of  musical and cultural life in both 
Britain and on the continent during her lifetime. 

Origin and Reception  
of  the Mass in D

Smyth composed the Mass in D during a period of  
religious fervor brought on by her relationships with 
the wife of  the Archbishop of  Canterbury as well as 
the devoutly Catholic Pauline Trevelyan. Reading 
Trevelyan’s copy of  The Imitation of  Christ led Smyth 
to embrace the Anglican High Church and compose 
the Mass, which was dedicated to Trevelyan.5 And that 

Biography 
Ethel Smyth was born into an up-

per-class British family; her father was a 
major general.3 Inspired by a governess 
who had attended the famed Leipzig 
Conservatory, she decided at the age of  
twelve that she, too, would study there. 
After overcoming her father’s objections 
(women of  her social class did not pur-
sue professional careers in music), she 
enrolled at the Conservatory in 1877 to 
study composition with Carl Reinecke. 
Unhappy with her instruction at the 
Conservatory, however, she switched 
to private lessons with Leipzig-based 
composer Heinrich von Herzogenberg, 
whose wife was a close friend of  Brahms. 
Smyth accordingly met Brahms (and 
occasionally turned pages for him) as 
well as numerous other important musi-
cians such as Clara Schumann, Edvard 
Grieg, and Tchaikovsky. 

Smyth returned to England after 
more than a decade based in Europe, 
although she continued to travel fre-
quently on the continent. She produced 
a number of  early publications, includ-
ing her cello and violin sonatas (Opp. 
5 and 7, respectively), but her first ma-
jor composition was the Mass in D. She 
then turned her attention to opera, pro-
ducing six works in three languages be-
tween 1892 and 1924, as well as choral, 
vocal, chamber, and orchestral works.4 
Nevertheless, her compositional output was less than 
one might expect from so gifted a composer. A gregar-
ious and outgoing personality as well as a keen sports-
woman, Smyth led an active social life to the noticeable 
detriment of  her productivity. External factors affected 
her composition as well. For a good two years, her main 
focus was the suffrage movement (Photo 1), after which 
World War I affected her deeply, making composition 
almost impossible. Added to all of  this was her increas-
ing deafness. The result was that Smyth began a second 
career as an author during the war, publishing a series 
of  memoirs and other nonfiction books that provide a 

Almost Lost to History: Ethel Smyth’s Extraordinary Mass in D

Photo 1. Ethel Smyth, March of  the Women, 1911. 
The British Library, Public Domain



CHORAL JOURNAL August 2025  					                                                             Volume 66  Number 1          9    

was the end of  any religious ardor. As Smyth later stat-
ed, “I was near becoming one [Catholic] myself  once. 
Then I wrote a Mass, and I think that sweated it out of  
me.”6	

The Mass was finished in 1891, premiering at the 
Royal Albert Hall on January 18, 1893. The chorus 
was the Royal Choral Society conducted by Sir Joseph 
Barnby; the work shared the program with Haydn’s 
Creation. Although the hall was packed and the audi-
ence enthusiastic, the critical reception varied. The 
conductor thought the mass was “over-exuberant,” 
and the Archbishop of  Canterbury, who did not like 
Smyth personally, remarked that “in this Mass God 
was not implored but commanded to have mercy.”7 George 
Bernard Shaw, in his less-than-positive review, claimed 
that “the decorative instinct is decidedly in front of  the 
religious instinct all through, and … the religion is not 
of  the widest and most satisfying sort.”8 The Daily News 
snidely remarked on “the preference shown to this gift-
ed young English lady when numerous compositions 
by prominent musicians still await a hearing by our 
premier choral society.”9

Others were considerably more enthusiastic. Con-
ductor Hermann Levi claimed that “no living German 
composer … could have written it.”10 He also consid-
ered it “the strongest and most original work that had 

come out of  England since Purcell’s time.”11 For critic 
and Grove Dictionary editor J. A. Fuller Maitland: 

The work definitely places the composer 
among the most eminent composers of  her 
time, and easily at the head of  all those of  
her own sex. The most striking thing about it 
is the entire absence of  the qualities that are 
usually associated with feminine productions; 
throughout it is virile, masterly in construction 
and workmanship, and particularly remark-
able for the excellence and rich colour of  the 
orchestration.12 

Theorist Donald Francis Tovey compared it favorably 
to Beethoven’s Missa solemnis, calling it “God-intoxicat-
ed music” and a “locus classicus” in choral orchestra-
tion.13 

Structure and Highlights 
The Mass in D is a substantial work, lasting just over 

an hour and calling for SATB soloists, large mixed cho-
rus, and full orchestra. Smyth’s six movements follow 
the common practice of  dividing the Sanctus text into 
separate Sanctus and Benedictus sections (Table 1). Al-
though the published score follows the liturgical order 

Table 1. Structure of the Mass in D

Movement Initial Tempo Length Key Vocal Forces

Kyrie Adagio 263 mm. dm chorus alone

Credo	 Allegro con fuoco 284 mm.	 DM chorus + SATB solos

Sanctus Adagio non troppo 94 mm. DM chorus + A solo

Benedictus Andante 80 mm. CM soprano/alto voices + S solo

Agnus Adagio non troppo 203 mm. dm chorus + T solo

Gloria	 Allegro vivace 615 mm. DM chorus + SATB solos
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of  Kyrie, Gloria, Credo, Sanctus, Benedictus, and Ag-
nus, it also contains Smyth’s surprising recommenda-
tion to sing the Gloria last, since she wished the Mass 
to conclude joyfully.14 As it turns out, this reordering is 
beneficial to the chorus, as it means that the three most 
choral-heavy movements (Kyrie, Gloria, and Credo) 
are no longer consecutive. 

Smyth begins the Mass with the only movement 
without soloists.15 Despite its very short text, this Ky-
rie is substantial, with almost as many measures as the 
text-rich Credo. The movement is dominated by its 
opening motive (Figure 1) that serves as an ostinato for 
the basses throughout the initial Kyrie but also recurs 
in all voices throughout the movement and returns at 
the end. The quiet opening of  the movement gives no 
hint of  the faster central section of  the movement that 
will come. This central section concludes with powerful 

fortissimo octave motion in all voices—an exciting mo-
ment early on in the Mass—before a return to the tempo 
primo and a quiet conclusion. As an added benefit to 
singers, the motivic unification throughout this move-
ment simplifies the learning process. 

The Credo presents an instant contrast with its fast, 
syncopated pulse and switch to D Major. The lengthy 
text presents numerous opportunities for contrast, such 
as the solo tenor for “Qui propter nos homines,” the 
hushed slow motion of  “et homo factus est” appropri-
ately sung by divisi male voices, the descending chro-
matic twists of  the Crucifixus, and the imitative rising 
motives of  “et resurrexit.” The movement concludes 
with the expected fugue on “Et vitam venturi.” 

The peaceful Sanctus, with its eight-part homo-
rhythmic divisi chorus and alto soloist, is followed by 
the equally peaceful but very different Benedictus. The 

Almost Lost to History: Ethel Smyth’s Extraordinary Mass in D
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Benedictus section is frequently a place of  choral rest, 
with the text given to multiple soloists; the chorus would 
then return for the obligatory repeat of  the Osanna 
text (most often sung to a repeat of  whatever Osanna 
music concluded the Sanctus). Smyth, however, takes 
an unusual and unexpected approach. She eschews the 
concluding Osanna text altogether, and the Benedictus 
is performed by the soprano soloist and chorus women 
only, the latter mostly in SSA combination but some-
times with a second alto part added. This focus on so-
prano and alto voices provides an especially compelling 
sonority for this movement. 

The beginning of  the Agnus presents a strong con-
trast to the preceding music. The switch to minor is 
appropriate now for the brooding plea for mercy; af-
ter the extended tenor solo that begins the movement, 
the powerful attack of  the chorus underscores the an-
guish of  the plea. The chorus then provides the qui-
et transition to the final tranquil “dona nobis pacem” 
and switch to major. Performers who wish to follow the 
published score and end the Mass here, rather than us-
ing Smyth’s preferred Gloria conclusion, will find it an 
effective and fitting close. 

Those who accede to Smyth’s wishes, however, will 
proceed to the exuberant Gloria, where, as in the Cre-
do, the composer changes tempo, meter, mode, and 
texture as needed to bring out the text, whether it is 
the brisk homorhythmic opening “Gloria,” the slower 

and softer “Et in terra pax hominibus,” or the chro-
matic minor for “miserere nobis.” Especially effective 
is Smyth’s massive buildup as she approaches the close 
of  the movement (and the Mass). This begins with the 
choral “tu solus Dominus,” then shifts to a solo section 
with an especially moving “cum Sancto Spiritu” by the 
alto soloist over a poignant reiterated oboe motive (Fig-
ure 2), and finally returns to full choral glory for the 
drive to the cadence. Smyth succeeded brilliantly in her 
desire for a positive ending to this work. 

The Path to Recognition
Overall, the mass is a thrilling, powerful, composi-

tion. Working with rich Brahmsian harmonies, Smyth 
shifts tempos and textures throughout to match the ev-
er-changing text, using a sure hand with the orches-
tration to maximize the impact. Despite relatively few 
performances since its premiere, the Mass is in fact one 
of  the major choral/orchestral works of  the nineteenth 
century. It is, therefore, sobering to realize that this 
piece was almost lost to the world. 

The premiere was slow to happen in the first place. 
Thanks to the dominance of  the Anglican Church in 
Britain and its preference for English texts, little in-
terest existed in the late nineteenth century for Lat-
in works by English composers, especially one, like 
Smyth, trained in Leipzig rather than at home. Some 
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Anglican composers still wrote Latin-tex-
ted music, but important figures such as 
John Stainer and Arthur Sullivan wrote 
no Latin-texted works at all. Most of  the 
Latin-texted sacred music that did exist 
used organ or was unaccompanied (e.g., 
Charles Villiers Stanford’s popular Op. 38 
motets), although Hubert Parry wrote a De 
profundis (1891) and Magnificat (1897) and 
Stanford a Requiem (Op. 63, 1897) and Te 
deum (Op. 66, 1898) using orchestra. Over-
all, the amount of  Latin-texted music at 
the time was dwarfed by choral works in 
English, with oratorios on biblical subjects 
being especially popular. 

Smyth was not the first modern com-
poser in Britain to write a choral/orches-
tral Mass, but she was the first of  only 
three composers we now consider of  ma-
jor significance to do so. Smyth’s Mass 
was followed by Stanford’s Op. 46 Mass in 
G (completed in late 1892) and Vaughan 
Williams’s Cambridge Mass of  1899. Even in 
this company, Smyth’s Mass stands out as 
different, for Vaughan Williams’s work was 
a Missa brevis composed as an academic 
requirement and Stanford’s work was a li-
turgical mass written on commission.16 In 
contrast, Smyth intended her work for the 
concert hall from the start. 

Smyth was well aware of  musical preferences of  
the time, writing, “If  I had chosen an Old Testament 
subject—say, Methuselah, or perhaps Joash King of  
Judah … one of  the Three Choirs Festivals might have 
jumped at it. But, strange to say, the everlasting beau-
ty of  the Mass appealed to me more strongly.”17 She 
also recognized that, since the piece required a full or-
chestra, large chorus, and SATB soloists, “a huge and 
complicated choral work is not a convenient item in a 
choral season.”18 Fortunately, Smyth had the support 
of  both Queen Victoria and the Empress Eugenie, 
widow of  Emperor Napoleon III of  France; the latter 
paid for the necessary publication of  the music.19 The 
Empress, a personal friend of  Smyth’s, arranged for the 
composer to play portions of  the Mass during one of  
the Queen’s visits to the Empress. Queen Victoria then 

invited Smyth to Balmoral Castle to perform still more 
of  the Mass.20 The patronage of  these two monarchs 
helped make the eventual performance of  the Mass a 
society event. 

Despite accolades from leading musicians of  the 
time after the premiere, Smyth still had to wait more 
than thirty years until the second performance in 1924. 
Christopher St. John suggests of  Smyth: 

She was born at least twenty years too soon for 
the merits of  her music to be immediately rec-
ognized by her contemporaries. Its vigour and 
rhythmic force, its intensely personal character, 
were something new in English music of  the 
early nineties, and the new … is always feared 
by the majority.21 

Ethel Smyth, 1903. Aimé Dupont Studio. www.ethelsmyth.org
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James Garratt suggested that “the Mass seemingly 
shakes its fist at the conventionality and isolationism 
of  the British choral tradition.”22 Certainly not much 
changed in the British choral scene in the early twenti-
eth century, at least in terms of  preferred genres. Sam-
uel Coleridge-Taylor (1875–1912), whose choral works 
cemented his fame, set nothing in Latin, and the same 
is true for Frederick Delius (1862–1934), whose Mass of  
Life is based on Nietzsche and whose Requiem uses a 
text by Heinrich Simon. Vaughan Williams’s Mass from 
1921 is unaccompanied, while that by Charles Wood 
uses only organ accompaniment. Holst, Vaughan Wil-
liams, and Wood set a few additional unaccompanied 
Latin texts, but Latin was not the focus of  their choral 
efforts. Only the prolific Stanford wrote a choral/or-
chestral Mass in this period, the Mass Via Victrix Op. 
173, as well as three unaccompanied masses and an 
unaccompanied Magnificat. 

Accordingly, Smyth’s initial attempts to secure a sec-
ond performance were failures. Despite claiming to be 
“mad keen” about the Mass, choral societies “all had 
commitments which prevented a date being fixed for its 
performance.”23 A friend of  Smyth’s was told that “at 
Amsterdam the Committee of  the Choral Union were 
afraid of  the effect of  producing a woman’s work.”24 
Smyth later wrote about this period:

I think the slaying of  the Mass … not only 
distressed but honestly surprised Barnby [the 
conductor]. Yet gazing back … I see that noth-
ing else could have been expected. Year in year 
out, composers of  the Inner Circle, generally 
University men attached to our musical insti-
tutions, produced one choral work after an-
other—not infrequently deadly dull affairs—
which, helped along by the impetus of  official 
approval, automatically went the round of  our 
Festivals and Choral Societies, having paid the 
publisher’s expenses and brought in something 
for the composers before they disappeared for 
ever. Was it likely, then, that the Faculty would 
see any merit in a work written on such dif-
ferent lines—written too by a woman who 
had actually gone off to Germany to learn her 
trade?25 

Elsewhere, Smyth wrote that “to squash that Mass 
and relegate it to limbo for 33 years was a triumph 
of  the art of  refusing to see. Will anyone point to the 
masterpieces of  the ’nineties that naturally put its poor 
nose out of  joint? Where are they today?”26

Smyth describes the lead-up to the eventual second 
performance thus:

In the middle ’twenties, my pre-war musical 
activities having been staged mainly in Ger-
many, I bethought me … of  the Mass, which 
had never achieved a second performance, 
which none but grey-beards had heard, and 
the existence of  which I had practically forgot-
ten. A couple of  limp and dusty piano-scores 
were found on an upper shelf, and after agi-
tated further searchings and vain enquiries at 
Messrs. Novello’s, the full score turned up in 
my loft. In spite of  the judgment of  the Facul-
ty the work had evidently been appreciated by 
the mice, and on sitting down to examine it I 
shared their opinion, and decided that it real-
ly deserved a better fate than thirty-one years 
of  suspended animation. But when I consulted 
the publishers as to the possibility of  a revival, 
the reply was: ‘Much as we regret to say so, we 
fear your Mass is dead.’ This verdict stung me 
into activity.27 

Thanks to Smyth’s efforts, Adrian Boult conducted 
performances in Birmingham (February 7, 1924) and 
London shortly thereafter (March 3). 

A century later, performances are finally increas-
ing.28 Recent performances of  the Mass have taken 
place across Britain and in the United States, Germany, 
Austria, the Netherlands, and Sweden, sung by a very 
wide range of  choruses, including symphony chorus 
(BBC Symphony Chorus), professional choir (Voices 
of  the Ascension), cathedral choir (Cathedral Choral 
Society, Washington National Cathedral), town/gown 
chorus (Eastman-Rochester Chorus), and community 
chorus (Cappella Clausura). Still, Smyth’s contribu-
tions as a choral composer continue to be overlooked 
in places where they might be expected. She is missing 
from Chester Alwes’s two-volume A History of  Western 
Choral Music (2016); she is absent from Stephen Town’s 
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An Imperishable Heritage: British Choral Music from Parry to 
Dyson (2012); and she appears only in the revised 2022 
edition of  Dennis Shrock’s Choral Repertoire, not the 
787-page original 2009 edition.29 

Preparation for Performance
One can offer various reasons for Smyth’s slow start 

in entering the repertoire. The most obvious one is that, 
even though women composers have been producing 
excellent music since the Middle Ages, each has been 
essentially forgotten after her own time. Smyth’s book 
Female Pipings in Eden is about precisely the precarious 
position of  women in the arts and her own experienc-
es of  prejudice and misogyny; she was well aware of  
the resistance her music encountered because she was 
a “woman composer.” Only with the advent of  sec-
ond-wave feminism did a sustained attempt to reclaim 
women’s musical history arise.30 Even today, composi-
tions by women composers receive fewer performances 
than those by men. 

Significantly, though, the Mass in D has been con-
sidered difficult: Christopher St. John, Smyth’s first bi-
ographer, noted this, as did Tovey.31 In writing about 
a different choral work by Smyth, no less a figure than 
Gustav Holst, a superlative composer for choirs and a 
choir director himself, said, “Why, oh why is Hey Nonny 
No so hard!”32 In fact, Hey Nonny No is in many ways 
far easier than the Mass.33 The work’s rhythms are 
straightforward, its text underlay is overwhelmingly 
syllabic, and its texture lacks any contrapuntal artifice. 
It is only the harmonic writing that makes Hey Nonny 
No challenging. In discussing Smyth’s vocal writing in 
general, Elizabeth Wood states, “Her music challenges 
an untrained voice, for it requires great strength and 
agility; even trained singers have complained of  its 
technical risks.”34

The Mass in D, however, is no more difficult than 
other major choral/orchestral works, although con-
ductors choosing to program the work should be aware 
of  certain things to watch in preparation for perfor-
mance.35 First, until recently, the orchestral parts for 
the Mass were error ridden, a fact that hardly made 
performance more enticing. Fortunately, the parts were 
redone in 2020, eliminating one performance chal-
lenge.36 But choruses still must use the one choral score 

available, Novello’s revised piano/vocal score from 
1925. Like many older scores and even some recent 
ones, it lacks measure numbers and employs not-espe-
cially-appealing fonts for both text and music.37 Stems 
are occasionally missing for some notes (e.g., the first 
soprano pitch at Letter T on p. 79). More significant is 
the use of  the old-fashioned quarter-note rest that is a 
mirror version of  the eighth-note rest. Conductors will 
likely need to point this out to singers so that they can 
make the adjustment to an unaccustomed notational 
practice as quickly as possible. For this article, Figures 
1, 2, 3, and 6 have been re-inscribed, but Figure 4 is 
reproduced directly from the score that singers would 
use in performance, thus highlighting the very different 
look of  this earlier score. 

The following musical examples highlight various el-
ements of  Smyth’s typical musical style in the Mass that 
especially deserve conductors’ attention. 

Smyth shows a striking tendency to begin motives or 
long notes on weak beats in a measure. Figure 3 on the 
next page, from the Credo, shows an example of  such 
unexpected rhythmic placement. The soloists are con-
cluding their section in cut time with an Andante tempo. 
The music then switches to common time and “allegro 
energico.” The imitative choral entries on “Qui cum 
patre” are all on weak beats, however, with the rhythmic 
displacement compounded in the alto part in the first 
measure of  the bottom system by the commencement 
of  a whole note on beat two. The same unexpected 
rhythmic layout is found earlier in the movement in the 
“Dominum et vivificantem” section. Conductors need 
extreme clarity in their beat and cues at such points. 

Figure 4 on page 16, taken from the Gloria, shows 
multiple tendencies in Smyth’s writing (page 31 of  the 
vocal score; note the missing quarter rest in the final 
measure of  the bass). We see again Smyth’s use of  weak-
beat entries. At the beginning of  the bottom staff, the 
sopranos have an extended high g2 that begins on the 
weak beat of  the measure (the meter here is 2/2). It is 
far more common in choral writing to begin extended 
notes (i.e., whole note or longer) on the strong beat of  
a measure, most often the downbeat. This practice has 
a venerable tradition dating back to the fifteenth cen-
tury, where the tactus provided strong and weak beats 
in the musical pulse. Smyth goes against that practice 
in numerous places throughout the Mass. Conductors 
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Figure 4. Ethel Smyth, Mass in D, “Gloria,” mm. 317-330.
reproduction of  1925 score, public domain
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should encourage singers to use whatever will help them 
keep their place when longer notes enter on the “wrong” 
beats, whether that is numbering beats in a measure or 
adding hash marks. 

Figure 4 also shows some of  Smyth’s harmonic ten-
dencies. Even though the overall harmonic plan of  the 
Mass is quite straightforward—with the exception of  
the C Major Benedictus, all movements have D minor 
or D Major as their home key—Smyth frequently shifts 
the harmonic focus within movements, rapidly and not 
always to closely related keys. The excerpt shown here 
begins in B minor, but by the end of  the page the key has 
shifted to the distant E flat minor. Such unexpected mod-
ulations and Smyth’s extreme fondness for harmonically 
unstable seventh chords (and other extended harmonies) 
can generate melodic lines that require special attention 
in rehearsal. 

The Mass in D presents some challenge in the ranges 
required for the singers. Figure 5 shows that these are 
extensive for every voice part: close to two octaves for 
altos and second tenors, two octaves precisely for first so-
pranos, first tenors, and first basses, and more than two 
octaves for second sopranos and second basses. Further, 
Smyth is not always sparing in her use of  registral ex-
tremes. The low D in the second bass part—a pitch nor-
mally avoided in choral writing—is found in every move-
ment, and it is held for four full measures in the “pax 
hominibus” section of  the Gloria. Sopranos, meanwhile, 
hold high a2 for four measures right before the end of  the 
Credo, and at letter S in the same movement their a2 ex-
tends for five and a half  measures. The most striking use 
of  extreme ranges is found in the Benedictus, however. 

Figure 6 on the next page shows the second choral en-
trance in the Benedictus, with some slightly unexpected 
melodic writing and, most striking, the tessitura of  the 
alto part when the texture is for three voices. It is normal 

when writing for three-part women’s voices for the alto 
line to lie somewhat lower than usual. But Smyth takes 
this tendency to the extreme. By the end of  the page the 
alto line has descended to g sharp below middle c1; it 
moves to g natural at the top of  the next page, and else-
where in the movement it sinks to the f  sharp a fifth be-
low middle c1, a half  step lower than the recommended 
limit for basic alto part-writing. Now, many alto parts 
go below middle c1, and sometimes indeed down to low 
f  sharp or even f. But in most part writing, the alto line 
usually stays at middle c1 or above, and when it goes be-
low that, it tends not to linger there. In contrast, the alto 
part in Benedictus, when the writing is in three voices, 
spends most of  its time below middle c1. The part con-
tains 153 notes,38 of  which only 53 are middle c1 or 
above and 100 are below middle c1. I know of  no alto 
part anywhere written for women’s voices that spends 
that much time in the lowest range of  the alto voice.39 
Smyth’s unusual emphasis on this low tessitura makes 
for one of  the most effective sections of  the Mass. 

The Mass is D was only Smyth’s second choral/or-
chestral composition; her earlier work, The Song of  Love 
(Op. 8), is a cantata from 1888.40 Although Smyth was 
evidently a compelling solo singer, she was not a cho-
ral singer. But that did not prevent her from writing an 
impressive work. One is reminded of  John Adams and 
his first choral work, Harmonium. In his memoir, Adams 
candidly acknowledges that:

The choral writing was full of  unreasonable 
difficulties, the result of  my inexperience in 
composing for voices … Singers continue to 
blanch at the challenges to their voices and 
my requirement that they count bars as if  they 
were rivets in a stadium roof.41
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But Adams then continues: “Once they learn to per-
form it, rarely will chorus members communicate to me 
a lingering resentment over the work’s challenges.”42 
The same is true for the Mass in D. Tovey noted long ago 
that the Mass “inspires enthusiasm in the singers.”43 And 
in writing about the Mass, Smyth herself  said, “I see 
that…I shall never do anything better!44 Like every chal-
lenging piece of  music by a good composer, music that 
seems unexpected when one is first learning it comes to 
feel “just right” once performers master their parts. 

Conclusion
Early in her career Ethel Smyth declared, “Oh what 

a Mass I will write one day! Agnus Dei qui tollis peccata 
mundi. What words! What words!”45 In the time between 
the first and the second performance, when the latter 
seemed unlikely, she also presciently wrote, “But if, even 
after one’s own death, anyone thinks it worth producing, 
it will not have been written in vain.”46

Ethel Smyth’s Mass in D was certainly not written in 
vain; it is an extraordinary work in multiple ways. It is 
extraordinary that it was composed at all in a musical cli-
mate with small interest in the genre. It is extraordinary 
that the score was not lost and that Smyth never gave up 
on her attempts to garner a second performance despite 
many obstacles and an unsupportive publisher. And it is 
simply extraordinary as a dramatic and exciting piece 
of  music that has a powerful impact on both performers 
and listeners. The Mass is a deeply rewarding sing, and it 
deserves to take its place in the pantheon of  choral works 
that are known and beloved by all.  
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Today’s choral educators often articulate goals 
that prioritize positive relational experiences for 
singers. Many educators strive to foster positive 
experiences of belonging, relationship-building, 
and community. Such goals reflect a relational, 
person-centered approach that values singers’ 
experiences as much as (or more than) the music 
they present. Despite choral leaders’ intentions, 
singers’ experiences do not always reflect the 
relational, person-centered values that leaders 
espouse. Researchers have identified barriers to 
singers’ positive experiences including require-
ments that singers mold themselves to a con-
ductor’s musical vision and the use of repetitive 
rehearsal techniques focused on technical perfec-
tion. When teacher-conductors prioritize musical 
results more than singers’ experiences, ensemble 

members can lose positive rewards of group sing-
ing that leaders ostensibly intend to foster.
This article presents a metaphor of the choir as 
a garden to help educators align their practices 
with the relational, singer-centered values they 
often hold. The Garden Model frames teach-
er-conductors as cultivators of conditions that 
allow singers to develop and grow. When indi-
viduals’ varied growth is fostered, singers can be 
emboldened to function as an interdependent 
ecosystem that is more than the sum of its parts. 
The first part of the article situates the model 
in the context of my own experience as a leader 
working with a new group.

J e n n i f e r  H u t t o n

The Choir as Garden
A Dynamic, Singer-Centered

Approach to Choral Leadership
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Today’s choral educators often prioritize 
relational goals for singers as they strive to foster 
positive experiences of  belonging, relationship-

building, and community. Such goals reflect a person-
centered approach that values singers’ experiences as 
much as (or more than) the music they present. 

Despite choral leaders’ intentions, singers’ experiences 
do not always reflect the relational, person-centered values 
that leaders espouse. Researchers have identified barriers 
to singers’ positive experiences including requirements that 
singers mold themselves to a conductor’s musical vision 
and the use of  repetitive rehearsal techniques focused on 
technical perfection.1 When teacher-conductors prioritize 
musical results more than singers’ experiences, ensemble 
members can lose positive rewards of  group singing that 
leaders ostensibly intend to foster.
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This article presents a metaphor of  the choir as a 
garden to help educators align their practices with the 
relational, singer-centered values they often hold. The 
Garden Model frames teacher-conductors as cultiva-
tors of  conditions that allow singers to develop and 
grow. When individuals’ varied growth is fostered, sing-
ers can be emboldened to function as an interdepen-
dent ecosystem that is more than the sum of  its parts. 
The first part of  the article situates the model in the 
context of  my own experience as a leader working with 
a new group.

Uncovering Singers’ Understandings:  
The Puzzle Model

The Garden Model grew from a realization that 
singers sometimes experience choir as the model’s op-
posite: a limiting, fixed environment focused on the 
conductor’s needs. In a new role with an undergrad-
uate, treble chamber ensemble, I learned that many 
singers viewed choir as a static space that forced them 
to adapt to an established structure. While working to 
uncover singers’ perspectives, I came to understand 
their view as the Puzzle Model. In this view, the choir 
was a prefabricated jigsaw puzzle, and each singer was 
a piece required to fit into a fixed space. The Puzzle 
Model reflected singers’ experiences in two arenas: 
voice parts and holding back their voices.

Voice Parts
In discussing their choral voice part, singers some-

times communicated that their individual vocal identi-
ty should be subsumed to the ensemble’s needs. Most 
singers shared that they had no preference for which 
voice part they sang. In contrast to previous choral 
settings and those documented by researchers2 where 
singers felt quite attached to their voice part, these sing-
ers relinquished control over this element of  their cho-
ral experience to fulfill the larger group’s needs. Sing-
ers’ communication aligned with research by scholars 
Nana Wolfe-Hill and Patricia O’Toole, who have de-
scribed how singers disregard their own experience and 
acquiesce to the desires of  the conductor, whom they 
presume to hold much greater power.3

Though singers expressed few preferences, it felt 

uncomfortable to assign voice parts. The constrained 
soprano 1, soprano 2, alto 1, or alto 2 slots did not nec-
essarily reflect singers’ vocal identity or even their pri-
mary vocal range. Rather, the voice part that worked 
best for singers often reflected their past or potential 
vocal development, their aural or reading skills, or their 
confidence in having their voice heard. As conductor 
Liz Garnett has articulated, voice classification “is as 
much a dialogue between the individual’s experience 
and habitus to date and the vocal and emotional be-
haviors encoded within a particular choral tradition as 
it is an act of  objective assessment.”4 Although assign-
ment of  voice parts is often helpful and necessary for 
the ensemble, the process sometimes felt like trying to 
force puzzle pieces into slightly incompatible spaces. 
Knowing that approaching voice parts as rigid, fixed 
categories could unnecessarily constrain singers’ iden-
tities and vocal growth,5 I emphasized to singers that 
voice parts were flexible.

Holding Back Voices
In rehearsals, singers held back their sound, subsum-

ing their individual voices to the group. After speaking 
with singers individually, several confirmed that they 
constrained their sound to try to serve the larger en-
semble. Some expressed concern that their voice would 
stick out due to its size, vibrato, or tone quality. Sing-
ers also expressed hesitance based on fear of  making 
errors. They articulated insecurities related to singing 
accurate pitches and rhythms, reading notation accu-
rately, and handling text (a task sometimes made more 
challenging by learning differences or singers’ first lan-
guage). Sometimes, they hesitated because of  general 
anxiety about having their voice heard. Perhaps be-
cause of  past experience, singers seemed to perceive 
the ensemble had fixed expectations that might not ac-
commodate their voice. 

A New Model: Choir as Garden
As this ensemble’s leader, I critically examined my 

own practices. Following scholar John D. Perkins’s que-
ry, “What is written on our choral welcome mats?,”6 I 
reflected on how I might have unintentionally perpet-
uated an idea that our group was a static and limiting 
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space, and I examined how I might facilitate a more 
free and welcoming experience for singers. Although 
some of  the singers’ concepts of  the choir predated my 
leadership, I determined to remake any habits that per-
petuated the Puzzle Model. A new model was needed 
to move toward a singer-centered approach that clar-
ified the values of  the choir, held the conductor ac-
countable for practices aligning with those values, and 
communicated with singers about the ideas that guided 
our choral community.

The Garden Model frames the conductor’s role as a 
facilitator of  a welcoming environment. Just as horticul-
turalists cultivate a hospitable environment for plants, 
choral leaders can create a welcoming space with con-
ditions that encourage growth. The Garden Model 
also asserts that, like plants, individual singers are dif-
ferent, and the collective environment benefits from 
expressions of  individuality. In biological ecosystems, 
diversity is a strength. Similarly, in choral environments 
that value and welcome individuals’ varied character-
istics, the collective ensemble is primed to thrive. The 
next section will contextualize the Puzzle and Garden 
Models by relating them to scholarly discourses about 
education, choral pedagogy, and tensions in the role of  
the conductor.

Context for the Garden Model

The Gardener in Philosophy, Education, and Psychology
Many philosophers, educators, and psychologists 

have used the metaphor of  a gardener to represent 
person-centered approaches.7 Philosophers Plato and 
Jean-Jacques Rousseau compared teachers to garden-
ers, suggesting that educators can facilitate students’ 
growth by cultivating a well-tended learning environ-

ment.8 Philosopher Martin Buber framed educators as 
either gardeners or sculptors.9 Those who approach 
teaching as gardeners help learning unfold naturally; 
in contrast, Buber wrote, those who approach teach-
ing as sculptors seek to shape students into premade, 
fixed forms. Psychologist Alison Gopnik applied a sim-
ilar framework to parenting.10 Gopnik urged parents to 
serve as gardeners who nurture children’s potential for 
growth rather than as carpenters who shape children 
into their fixed vision of  “the ideal” adult.

Buber’s and Gopnik’s concepts of  the exacting 
sculptor and carpenter find their counterparts in tradi-
tional, formal conceptions of  the choral leader. In for-
mal Western musical training, the conductor engages in 
solitary score study to craft an ideal vision of  a musical 
product, which they then exhort singers to recreate pre-
cisely.11 This model permeates much of  choral ensem-
ble music making. In the ensemble I worked with, sing-
ers had internalized this system as the Puzzle Model. 
They confined their voices in what they perceived as a 
specific, predetermined approach to ensemble singing. 
Comparing the choral educator to a gardener offers a 
different approach, as the conductor leads by recogniz-
ing and valuing singers’ musical contributions and by 
creating ample, flexible space for all individuals to grow.

Tensions in the Conductor Role
Scholars have identified elements of  choral leader-

ship that reflect both the Puzzle Model and the Garden 
Model. Researcher Patrick Freer asserted that both per-
formance and pedagogy are part of  an optimal music 
education.12 Yet, Freer argued, formal musical training 
can encourage conductors to spend more energy on 
creating a pristine musical performance than on craft-
ing pedagogy that prioritizes singers’ needs.

Other scholars have described tensions between 
choral leaders’ choices to prioritize product, process, or 
people.13 Within this framework, conductors emphasize 
to varying degrees the final musical product, the process 
of  learning and rehearsing, or the experiences of  the 
people in the choral ensemble. These distinctions reflect 
elements of  the Puzzle Model’s emphasis on a pre-
formed, static musical product and the Garden Model’s 
process-based, person-centered emphasis on singers’ de-
velopment and growth.
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Today’s choral educators often articulate goals 
that prioritize positive relational experiences for 
singers. Many educators strive to foster positive 
experiences of belonging, relationship-building, 
and community. Such goals reflect a relational, 
person-centered approach that values singers’ 
experiences as much as (or more than) the music 
they present. Despite choral leaders’ intentions, 
singers’ experiences do not always reflect the 
relational, person-centered values that leaders 
espouse. Researchers have identified barriers to 
singers’ positive experiences including require-
ments that singers mold themselves to a con-
ductor’s musical vision and the use of repetitive 
rehearsal techniques focused on technical perfec-
tion. When teacher-conductors prioritize musical 
results more than singers’ experiences, ensemble 

members can lose positive rewards of group sing-
ing that leaders ostensibly intend to foster.
This article presents a metaphor of the choir as 
a garden to help educators align their practices 
with the relational, singer-centered values they 
often hold. The Garden Model frames teach-
er-conductors as cultivators of conditions that 
allow singers to develop and grow. When indi-
viduals’ varied growth is fostered, singers can be 
emboldened to function as an interdependent 
ecosystem that is more than the sum of its parts. 
The first part of the article situates the model 
in the context of my own experience as a leader 
working with a new group.
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from expressions of  individuality.”
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In reality, most pedagogical approaches are not 
“all or nothing.” As Garnett explained, although the 
strict discipline in Western choral traditions can pro-
duce “exclusionary and elitist practices,” the same cho-
ral traditions reflect a “generally inclusive ethos” that 
views singing as universal and beneficial to all.14 Cho-
ral educators can work through these tensions, Garnett 
wrote: “It is possible to negotiate a path through this 
contradictory ideological landscape without either di-
luting artistic standards or alienating those one would 
wish to engage.”15 Critical analysis of  one’s own ped-
agogy can help educators develop strategies that align 
with their inclusive intent.

Negative Effects of  Product-Centered Approaches
Although some choral contexts, such as professional 

ensembles, might unapologetically prioritize a prod-
uct-centered approach, choral researchers have identi-
fied disadvantages of  product-centered approaches for 
singers in a variety of  settings.16 When a group focuses 
on replicating the conductor’s vision of  a static musi-
cal product, choral singers can regularly feel margin-
alized or taken for granted.17 Singers in choral settings 
have reported feeling judged, evaluated, and excluded 
as conductors ignore their individuality and treat their 
voices as cogs in a music-making machine.18 Though 
choral leaders might aim to care for singers and their 
voices as they pursue a refined performance product, 
they sometimes overtax and fatigue singers in their fo-
cused drive toward musical excellence.

Further, conductors’ narrow pursuit of  technical 
perfection through repetitive “microrehearsing” and 
persistent corrections of  errors can take the joy out 
of  expressive music making.19 Leadership approaches 
built on constant cycles of  error correction can not only 
make singing miserable, they can also devalue singers’ 
agency and neglect to develop singers’ independent 
musical skills.20 Moreover, competition-based systems 
for achieving technical excellence can lead to singers 
being discouraged, excluded, and disenfranchised.21 
Such approaches reflect a view of  singers as objects 
through which to achieve a musical goal rather than as 
subjects who shape their own growth. 

In addition, with a product-focused approach, re-
lationships can suffer. In choral environments where 

leaders prioritize technical performance standards 
over the singers’ growth and relationship building, 
singers often experience few positive relational ties to 
the group and its members.22 When singers must con-
sistently mold their voices to the conductor’s vision of  
a predetermined musical product, they lose relational 
benefits that arise from choral singing.

Positive Effects of  Person-Centered Approaches
In contrast, researchers suggest that when choral 

educators cultivate a welcoming environment for all 
ensemble members, they offer space for singers to feel 
connected with others as their authentic selves.23 Ap-
proaches to choral singing that are collaborative and 
person-centered can help singers experience rewards 
from agency and growth.24 Scholar Nana Wolfe-Hill 
used a feminist pedagogical approach to advocate for 
an “equalization of  power,” wherein singers share 
their own knowledge and express their voice through 
dialogue and community.25 Choral leaders who facili-
tate such agency and belonging in choral communities 
might counteract the unjust marginalization of  individ-
uals who have been regularly excluded or minoritized, 
making the choral environment a more socially posi-
tive, humane, and equitable space.26

When choral educators intentionally choose ap-
proaches that most effectively support singers’ experi-
ences, the positive impact can be profound. The follow-
ing section articulates how the Garden Model can help 
choral communities realize relational, singer-centered 
goals.

The Three Values of  the Garden Model
The Garden Model’s three values serve to foster pos-

itive, relational experiences for singers. The first two 
reflect attention to the value and growth of  individual 
ensemble members: 1) Every individual helps create the envi-
ronment, and 2) Each voice brings qualities to recognize, nurture, 
and value. The third value situates the ensemble as an 
interconnected ecosystem: 3) The ensemble is more than the 
sum of  its parts. The following sections describe each val-
ue and its application to rehearsal contexts.
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Value 1: Every Individual Helps Create the Environment
In the Garden Model, every individual helps create 

the environment. Instead of  relying on only the choral 
leader to sculpt a pre-imagined performance, singers 
actively shape the group and its music making. Four 
practices can facilitate this goal: a) musical decision 
making, b) embedded leadership, c) singing away from 
the printed score, and d) highlighting the individual 
within the collective.

A.) Musical decision making
 If  every individual is to create the environment, sing-

ers must make musical choices. When singers exercise 
their skills in musical interpretation, expression, and 
technique, they grow as individuals and help shape the 
ensemble. Musical choices within the rehearsal might 
occur during arranging, improvisation, or other cre-
ative activities involving informal learning.27 Accord-
ing to scholars including Matthew Garrett and Jessica 
Nápoles et al., invitations into critical thinking at the 
top levels of  Bloom’s taxonomy—analyze, evaluate, and 
create—center singers’ contributions and offer singers 
agency to actively shape music making.28 In rehearsals, 
singers might demonstrate critical thinking with ges-
tures showing contour or articulation or by verbalizing 
ideas about expressive choices.29 Short writing exercis-
es can prompt singers to articulate goals for a musical 
passage, summarize a piece’s message, or quickly re-
flect on a rehearsal activity. When they are given space 
to actively guide music making, each singer shapes the 
ensemble environment.

B.) Embedded leadership
In many choral organizations, singers serve in for-

mal leadership roles as officers, section leaders, or 
committee members. Such positions can benefit cho-
ral communities by dispersing power held by the con-
ductor and offering singers avenues for ownership. To 
further facilitate every individual’s creation of  the en-
vironment, all singers can engage in informal, short-
term, rotating leadership roles. Each individual might 
serve as a facilitator of  a small-group discussion, or 
rotating singers might report to the full group after 
sectional rehearsals to share successes and remaining 
struggles. Rather than relegating icebreaker activities 

only to opening days of  rehearsals or special events, 
leaders might engage singers in community-building 
activities on a regular schedule. Consistent activities 
that invite singers to share elements of  themselves en-
courage singers to co-create the ensemble based on 
their strengths. 

C.) Singing without the printed score
Rehearsal processes that rely on printed notation as 

the primary vehicle for music learning require singers 
to have significant formal musical training. This em-
phasis creates barriers for singers who have seldom 
engaged in music with notation and for singers with 
learning or language differences that make reading 
notation a greater challenge. Moreover, reliance on 
the printed score can neglect singers’ expressive expe-
riences, a vital element of  singing that notation can-
not fully represent. In contrast, teaching through oral/
aural traditions, away from the printed score, trans-
mits music through singers’ entire presence, creating 
multiple pathways for musical communication.30 Even 
if  used as a small portion of  a group’s rehearsal prac-
tices, teaching and learning orally/aurally can foster 
a relational, singer-centered approach by offering a 
deeper, more direct path to musical expression and 
by encouraging singers to bring their full selves to the 
group.

D.) Highlighting the individual within the collective
 In performing ensembles, unity is often a central 

goal, yet singers also benefit from feeling valued as 
unique, individual contributors.31 To emphasize that 
every individual helps create the environment, choral 
leaders might highlight singers’ musical contributions 
through intentional use of  flexible repertoire and ar-
rangements. Adaptable repertoire such as lead sheets, 
rounds, or improvisational or aleatoric music can spot-
light individual singers’ soloistic ideas, their abilities as 
instrumental accompanists, or their decisions about 
musical form or expression. Singers’ own composi-
tions, too, can be highlighted as an element of  group 
singing. Deliberate approaches to repertoire can ren-
der singers’ individual musicality more visible to the 
group.
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Value 2: Each Voice Brings Qualities to Recognize, Nurture, 
and Value

In the Garden Model, each voice brings qualities to 
recognize, nurture, and value. This concept applies to 
a) singing voices, including singers’ tone quality and 
style, and to b) speaking voices, including singers’ intel-
lectual and interpretive contributions.

A.) Singing voices
Because the singing voice is deeply tied to individ-

uals’ identities, choral leaders’ responses to ensemble 
members’ singing can be especially impactful.32 Ex-
plicit or implied messages about timbre, style, or vocal 
technique can support or diminish singers’ identities.33 
When singers perceive that in the choral environment, 
the ways they sing outside of  choir are devalued, they 
might hold back their voices, thereby diminishing their 
strength and individuality.

Through the Garden Model, leaders aim to recog-
nize voices for their uniqueness, appreciating singers’ 
most typical, preferred, or default tone qualities. If, for 
instance, some singers perform a passage with a more 
“chesty” or “belted” tone than the musical style typi-
cally calls for, the whole choir might experiment with 
matching that tone quality, then create the opposite 
quality, a lighter, thinner sound. Next, singers might 
experiment with a middle ground, incorporating both 
qualities without judgment of  one or the other. Such 
exercises communicate that all singers are capable of  
singing in a variety of  tone qualities and that all choic-
es of  sounds can be viewed positively (provided they 
are vocally healthy). Finally, singers can weigh in on 
the tone quality “recipe” they might use for particular 
passages and pieces. An ecumenical approach to tone 
quality embraces varied types of  singing, honors sing-
ers’ cultural and musical identities, and recognizes, val-
ues, and nurtures each voice in the room.

B.) Speaking voices
The Garden Model approach makes space for each 

singer’s speaking voice by validating singers’ verbal 
contributions. For many choral leaders, leaving time 
and space for verbal contributions can be a challenge, 
as their musical training often prioritizes rehearsal ef-
ficiency, and singers’ verbal contributions are not al-

ways economical in the context of  a tightly planned 
rehearsal. To make room for singers’ speaking voices, 
choral leaders can use three concrete communication 
strategies.

First, when singers ask questions in rehearsal, lead-
ers can attune to their motivation. For instance, when 
asked, “Do you want measure 43 piano, as marked?” 
a leader might cast the question not as a factual que-
ry about the conductor’s wishes but as the singer’s 
constructive musical contribution. Perhaps the singer, 
bothered that the ensemble did not sing the piano they 
hoped for, offered the most polite expression of  their 
viewpoint they could envision in the rehearsal con-
text. When educators respond to singers’ questions as 
essential, thoughtful musical commentary, regardless 
of  the questions’ alignment with their predetermined 
rehearsal priorities, they recognize, nurture, and value 
the voices in the room.

Second, leaders might respond to singers’ verbal 
contributions with another question. For instance, 
“What is your interpretation of  that piano marking?” or 
“Can you describe what you are hearing?” After cho-
ral leaders recognize that singers want to actively shape 
the music, they can open up space for them to do so. 
The ensuing dialogue frequently generates expressive 
choices that the ensemble embraces.

Third, leaders can recognize that their words com-
municate, intentionally or not, who has the right and 
responsibility to make decisions. For instance, regularly 
using words including “need” or “should” might com-
municate that only the leader knows the one “right” 
way to create music. Rather than framing musical 
feedback as imperatives such as “We need to…,” “We 
should always…,” or “Yes, but it’s got to be…” lead-
ers might frame feedback as questions: “What happens 
if  we listen for…?” “What might help us…?” or “I 
wonder what might change if  we tried….” Questions 
that redirect singers’ attention encourage sensitivity to 
the group’s sound. When leaders avoid directive com-
mands and instead encourage awareness, they nurture 
singers’ contributions to the ensemble.

Value 3: The Ensemble is More than the Sum of  its Parts
The Garden Model’s first two values focus on the 

growth of  individuals. The third value articulates that 
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though individual growth is vital, the ensemble is more 
than the sum of  its parts. This third value illuminates 
how singers function as a greater whole. Interestingly, 
plant ecosystems’ ability to function collectively and in-
terdependently offers a deeper understanding of  how 
choral ensembles can thrive.

Scientists have discovered that plants use complex 
underground networks to transmit helpful messages 
to other plants. Through garden soil, tomato plants 
attacked by pests send biological signals that protect 
neighboring plants.34 In forest ecosystems, trees use 
communication networks to share nutrients and chem-
ical messages that benefit others.35 Even more remark-
ably, trees’ messages help not just those of  the same spe-
cies, but a variety of  trees and plants.36 That is, plants 
protect others not simply because they are genetically 
related but rather because they share the same ecosys-
tem. Gardens and forests act as collective, interdepen-
dent superorganisms in which plants share resources, 
communicate cooperatively, and work in concert to 
benefit others. In many ways, plants in an ecosystem 
operate as one.

How do these findings apply to choral ensembles? 
Researchers have found that groups of  singers, too, 
operate as interdependent superorganisms. Physically, 
when humans sing together, their breath rates, heart 
rates, and movements align. Psychologically, singers re-
port powerful experiences of  togetherness, synchrony, 
and oneness during singing. In such moments, many 
singers feel an intangible connection to something larg-
er than themselves. United in collective experiences, 
singers can sense that the choir is greater than the sum 
of  its parts and that one singer’s experience is connect-
ed to the experience of  all.37 The Garden Model’s third 
value encourages the cultivation of  space for singers to 
grow into experiences as an interdependent collective.

Three Values: A Holistic Approach
Taken together, the three Garden Model values en-

courage a holistic approach to ensemble music making. 
Values 1 and 2 honor individual singers’ strengths and 
actively uncover their unique contributions. Value 3 ar-
ticulates how diverse individual strengths can coalesce 
to form a greater collective. A fertile groundwork based 
on individual assets supports singers as they grow dy-

namically into an interdependent whole.
Further, in the Garden Model, singers’ diverse 

strengths coalesce into unity, not conformity. Each dis-
tinct individual is cared for simply because they are 
part of  the choral ecosystem, and none is asked to di-
minish their strengths by aiming to look, think, or act 
like another. As singers work to unify tone, vowels, 
diction, dynamics, or phrasing, they attune carefully 
to all fellow ensemble members, creating community 
organically as they “learn from, listen to, and feel at 
one with other singers.”38 In this inclusive, humane, 
and dynamic model of  an ensemble, as scholar Sean 
Powell wrote, “embracing difference” becomes part of  
“true solidarity.”39

Complexities and Challenges
The Garden Model as an approach to choral music 

making holds inherent challenges. The model prompts 
choral leaders to reflect on important values and re-
make ingrained habits. Enacting new practices in this 
context can feel destabilizing, uncomfortable, or risky. 
Leaders, along with singers, must cope with the uncer-
tainty involved in reflection and change.

Structural conditions can act as barriers to change. 
For example, many choral environments are built on 
competitive selection processes including auditions, 
scholarships, solo opportunities, and tiered ensemble 
structures that rank singers against others. By assigning 
differential value to individual musicians, these selec-
tive processes contradict the Garden Model notion that 
all voices should be recognized, nurtured, and valued 
equally.

Garden Model values are also challenging to enact 
when, as in many professional ensembles, the core mis-
sion is to exemplify musical perfection. As discussed 
above, consistently prioritizing conductors’ expertise 
over singers’ experiences works against the Garden 
Model’s singer-centered ideals. Yet conductor-focused 
approaches centered on technical excellence, efficien-
cy, and the leader’s predetermined vision might be 
strongly ingrained in a leader’s habits or an institution’s 
traditions, even in educational and community settings 
where technical perfection is not explicitly articulated 
as the primary goal.
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To make progress toward singer-centered goals, cho-
ral leaders might first acknowledge that competition and 
emphasis on technical perfection, no matter the setting, 
can diminish singers’ positive experiences. Second, lead-
ers can have confidence that their choices matter; per-
son-centered approaches increase singers’ positive expe-
riences.40 Third, leaders can disrupt structural obstacles 
to singer-centered goals. For instance, leaders might ask 
questions such as, “What alternatives to competitive, 
tiered ensemble structures might uphold singer-centered 
values? How might I more often engage singers’ individ-
uality and less often prioritize my own ideas? How might 
our choral community frame changes not as diminishing 
conductors’ technical control but instead as widening 
the circle of  voices?”41

Fourth, leaders can understand that potential paths 
are multi-layered, not an oppositional binary. Some cho-
ral communities might be well served by blended ap-
proaches if  they build on the needs and assets of  those 
present in the room.42 For instance, choral educators 
might aim for an approach that, while not fully demo-
cratic, is fully inclusive. An entirely democratic model 
in which all individuals vote on every decision is rare-
ly practical; however, an inclusive model that invites 
each singer to shape the community’s work is frequently 
achievable.43 Leaders using an inclusive approach can 
communicate that all voices are valued while facilitat-
ing and mediating singers’ varied contributions. Finally, 
choral leaders can discuss the Garden Model’s complex-
ity with singers, clarifying the group’s values and aims. 
Choral communities can lift up the model’s values while 
simultaneously embracing and grappling with its com-
plexities and challenges.

Conclusion
Rather than framing singers as puzzle pieces in a fixed 

shape of  the leader’s design, the Garden Model helps 
singers’ strengths coalesce into an interconnected whole 
that transcends any one voice. In so doing, the Garden 
Model’s dynamic, singer-centered approach supports 
the relational values that choral communities often es-
pouse but do not always successfully fulfill. An ecosystem 
based on individual strengths and collective interdepen-
dence encourages the belonging, relationship building, 

and community that many choral ensembles seek. For 
choral leaders who articulate relational, singer-centered 
aims, the model of  a choir as a garden can serve a vital 
purpose in aligning our practices with our values. 
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Conan Castle  
(1927-2025)

Conan Castle passed away at St. Luke’s 
Hospital in Lee’s Summit, Missouri, on 
April 12, 2025. A graduate of  Northwestern 
University, he served at the University of  
Central Missouri as director of  choral 
activities from 1959 to 1989 and received 
the Byler Distinguished Faculty Award in 
1986. The choral rehearsal room in the 
Utt Music Building was named the “Conan 
Castle Choral Room” in 2019. When asked to 
choose from various sites to be named for him, 
Dr. Castle chose the rehearsal room because 
that was where he “formed his music and 
his relationships.” During his tenure, he was 
in charge of  the summer music camps and 
produced many madrigal dinners. He and 
his wife left the Conan and Patricia Castle 

Vocal Music Scholarship as a legacy to future 
choral students. For many years, the two would 
travel to Wales each summer, where Dr. Castle 
served as a choral judge at the Llangollen 
International Musical Eisteddfod. Dr. Castle 
was very active in the American Choral 
Directors Association and encouraged all his 
choral students to participate in the Missouri 
ACDA Chapter. He served the Choral Journal 
as a review editor and wrote several articles: 
“The Motets of  Johann Michael Bach” 
(June 1984), “ASIA CANTAT in Nagano: 
An Observation” (December 1984), and 
“Llangollen International Musical Eisteddfod: 
An Adjudicator’s View” (April 1989).
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Matthew Hoch, editor <mrh0032@auburn.edu>

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-

Group-Voice Pedagogy in the Choral Setting
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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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Donald Oglesby  
(1947-2025)

Dr. Donald Oglesby, a professor emeritus of  the 
Frost School of  Music and a pillar of  its choral pro-
gram for almost forty years, passed away on April 19 
at the age of  77. Oglesby was deeply devoted to mu-
sic education and music in the community. He joined 
the Frost School’s choral faculty in 1977. That same 
year, Donald formed the Miami Collegium Musicum, 
a hybrid collegiate and community choir, leading it 
in performances at popular Madrigal Dinners (later 
Holiday Dinners) during the Christmas season. In 
1984 it became the choir for the Miami Bach Soci-
ety, where Oglesby, a passionate expert in Baroque 
and early music, was artistic director and conductor 
for many years, leading it in popular performances 
around South Florida and on tour internationally. He 
was also director of  choral music at the historic Plym-
outh Congregational Church in Coconut Grove and 
taught for many years at a choral summer camp run 
by the Frost School.

Donald held a bachelor’s of  music from Birming-
ham-Southern College, a master’s in musicology 

from the University of  Illinois, and a doctor of  mu-
sic degree with distinction from Indiana University, 
where he concentrated on choral conducting. Ogles-
by served as president of  the Florida chapter of  the 
American Choral Directors Association. He was on 
ACDA’s  Research and Publications Committee and 
the Editorial Board of  the Choral Journal.

Although he retired from the Frost School in 2016, 
he never stopped learning and being involved in 
music. He frequently attended concerts at the Frost 
School. He took cello lessons. He championed the 
importance of  music in education, advocating for 
funding the arts in public schools. “He would argue 
that you need music to have the most complete and 
successful education,” his son Thomas said.

Oglesby wrote several books on the Bach cantatas, 
including a guide to the scores for conducting stu-
dents. He took part in the annual choral workshops 
led by Robert Shaw at Carnegie Hall and the chorus 
at the Oregon Bach Festival under Helmuth Rilling.
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Repertoire & ResourcesRepertoire & Resources

National Coordinator
Gretchen Harrison
National R&R Chairperson 

 nationalrr@acda.org

ACDA Repertoire and Resources: 
Who We Are, What We Do, and  
How You Can Become Involved

“Graduation song ideas? SATB. Thanks for shar-
ing!” 

“How can I start a Contemporary A Cappella group 
in my school?”

“Looking for call-and-response or other choir music 
from South Africa.” 

“I’m looking to expand my development/new to 
choir rep. Share some of  your favorites!” 

“My orchestra colleague and I want to make a hab-
it of  collaboration. Does anyone have good ideas on 
how to find music for high school choir and orchestra 
(strings only) to do together?”

These are just a sampling of  the many questions relat-
ed to Repertoire and Resources that are asked on Face-
book group pages on a daily basis. If  you want answers 
to similar questions or get excited when discussion centers 
around repertoire and resources, then the R&R area of  
ACDA is for you! ACDA has R&R leaders in national, 
regional, and state positions throughout a variety of  
age groups and ensemble types—from children’s choirs 

to 4-year college & university singers and everything in 
between. Each state and region may have different po-
sitions based on area-specific needs and interests. Find a 
list of  current R&R national chairs online at acda.org/
about-us/acda-leadership. This column will address 
what leadership in the Repertoire and Resources looks 
like, how you can get involved, and end with resource 
suggestions.

Chairperson vs Coordinator:  
What’s the Difference?

At the national level, there are four R&R coordina-
tors with multiple chairs under that area. The chair-
person supports ACDA constituents though one specif-
ic area, while the coordinator supports the chairs. For 
example, I am the repertoire specific coordinator, and 
I support specific chairs for areas of  contemporary/
commercial, world musics and cultures, tenor-bass 
choirs, soprano-alto choirs, and vocal jazz. Again, you 
can view all national chairs online at the ACDA web-
site under “About” and “ACDA Leadership.”

In another example, the national R&R chairper-
son for junior high/middle school is tasked with cre-
ating reading session content for in-person and virtual 
events. The coordinator over that area (in this case, the 
youth choirs coordinators) assists the chair, if  request-
ed, in these tasks. The coordinators have several chairs 
under their guidance and need to be attuned to all. In 
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smaller states, it is not uncommon for a coordinator to 
serve, in essence, as the chairperson for several of  their 
areas. As previously mentioned, each state and region 
may have different positions based on need.

ACDA leaders do not serve in isolation. We work 
in an environment of  vast interconnectedness. Every 
regional chair should know who their state R&R col-
leagues are, and every national chair should know who 
their regional and state colleagues are. If  you are curi-
ous who your local leaders are, visit your state or region 
website or reach out to the state/region president for 
clarification. It is a strong hope that each chairperson 
locates their like-tasked chairs and coordinators for col-
laboration.

Project 360
In previous years of  ACDA work, all efforts were 

focused upon creating an amazing conference experi-
ence—mountaintop moments, as they are. However, 
considering that only about 28% of  our ACDA mem-
bership attends conferences, it is imperative that we 
develop programming and collaborative opportunities 
for the other 72% of  dues-paying members.  We call 
this Project 360. One example of  a Project 360 initia-
tive is our quick-pick rep lists. National R&R lists are 
available at https://acda.org/repertoire. Other ACDA 
regions and states include repertoire listings on their 
websites and in newsletters. If  you are not signed up 
for your region or state newsletter, what are you waiting 
for? Another way to get involved is by joining your state 
or region ACDA Facebook group. Members of  those 
groups often share questions, resources, and offer rep-
ertoire suggestions from leaders, and it’s a great tool for 
networking and connecting with others in your area.

Interested in R&R Leadership?
Are you interested in becoming an R&R chair? The 

best way to become a leader is to be a leader. Harness 
your passion for repertoire to your district, state and 
region chapters. Look for service opportunities that 
match your leadership style. Practice excellent com-
munication skills, embrace problem solving and trou-
ble-shooting as a way of  life. Let established leaders in 

your area know that you are interested in growing your 
leadership skills and offer to “intern” or “apprentice” 
under their guidance. Submit presentation ideas focus-
ing on the areas about which you are passionate. 

Above all, build your skills and leadership reputation 
upon integrity. Keep promises and appointments. Do 
a little more than you think you can. Engage others 
to join you in your pursuit of  excellence. Be bold in 
applying for R&R positions. Know that it’s very un-
likely to be tapped for national leadership positions 
without having first served on the state or region layers, 
but don’t be dissuaded. If  you aren’t appointed the first 
time around, identify the areas for improvement and 
pour your passion into growing and learning so that 
the “no” can turn into a “yes” the next time you apply.

Repertoire Support
We equip members to search, not only ask. The 

task of  an R&R leader is to assist members with reper-
toire search/selection and resource identification. We 
are teaching our field to fish rather than to simply be 
fed. With that, here is a short list of  some newer-to-
me search locations for interesting, off-the-beaten-path 
choral music:

• MUZIKSEA – The first fully digital choral music 
publisher and distributor from Southeast Asia. 
https://www.muziksea.com/

• Dozan World – Sheet music library from the Middle 
East. 
https://dozanworld.com/collections/human-voices

• African Composers Edition – African Sheet Music 
https://african-composers-edition.co.za/

• The Institute for Composer Diversity – Works of  
composers from historically excluded groups
https://www.composerdiversity.com/choral-database

• Rowan University – Music Sources for Diversity, Eq-
uity, and Inclusion
https://libguides.rowan.edu/musicdei/repertoire
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• African Diaspora Music Project
https://africandiasporamusicproject.org/
search-pieces

• Song Helix – A Database for Art Song Research and 
Discovery
https://www.songhelix.com/

I am so honored to work with one of  the most cre-
ative, talented, diligent and passionate choral experts 
on the national R&R team. I cannot express my grati-
tude adequately. Below is the link to their combined ge-
nius in the form of  the post-conference reading sessions 

produced by the national chairs.
 

https://acda.org/archives/events/2025-national-rr-
virtual-reading-sessions

Please reach out to me or any of  the national/re-
gion/state chairs with questions. Also, follow our Face-
book Page “ACDA Collective: A Gathering Place for 
Repertoire and Resources,” or any of  the other Face-
book pages or groups related to R&R. Enjoy the em-
powerment. Your search for repertoire, position, and 
purpose is just beginning!

Contemporary A Cappella
Robert Dietz
National R&R Co-Chair
Contemporary/Commercial
(Contemporary A Cappella)

 rdietz55@gmail.com

How to Choose Repertoire  
for Contemporary A Cappella

by Robert Dietz

You’re a director who has just started a new con-
temporary a cappella group as part of  your program 
(congrats!). You’ve auditioned your singers, you’ve gone 
through lists of  musical puns to choose your group’s 
name, and your first rehearsal is quickly approaching. 
At this point you may be asking yourself: “Wait …what 
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are we actually going to sing?” 

It’s a simple question, yet the answer can be surpris-
ingly complex when it comes to selecting repertoire for 
a pop a cappella group. Which songs you choose, how 
you choose them, and where you look for your arrange-
ments can have a big impact on your group’s identity 
and eventual success. In this article, we will look at each 
part of  the selection process and discuss some of  the 
best practices for picking repertoire for your group.

What Songs Should I Choose?
One of  the hallmarks of  contemporary a cappella 

is covering popular songs that your audience will rec-
ognize. Twenty years ago, that often meant “whatever 
pop arrangements we can get our hands on.” Arrange-
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ment scarcity in the early days of  a cappella led to some 
truly odd and eclectic set lists (my high school group 
performed songs by artists as varied as Stevie Wonder, 
Eric Clapton, and They Might Be Giants). Thankfully, 
contemporary a cappella arrangements are much easi-
er to find these days.

Now that we’re free to be more strategic about our 
song choices, how can we give our repertoire search 
some direction? Here are some important factors to 
consider:

1) Popularity: Does the group like the song? Will your 
audience recognize the song?

2) Achievability: Does the song lend itself  well to the 
group’s strengths (or can it be arranged so that it does)? 
Do you have a soloist that can carry the song?

3) Identity: Does the song fit the group’s vibe? Does it fit 
in well with the other songs you are considering?

Sometimes answering these questions may lead you as 
the director to simply choose the songs yourself. How-
ever, the process can be more collaborative.

How Should I Choose Songs?
Some groups find success by employing more dem-

ocratic methods of  song selection. In order to assess 
popularity, it can be effective to simply ask your group 
what they want to do. This may seem like an obvious 
approach, but the trick is in designing a process that 
allows for group feedback without hurt feelings (if  
members feel they are being ignored) or a deluge of  
suggestions (if  there is a lack of  structure to how ideas 
are shared).

Consider a song vote method where group members 
are allowed a certain number of  song submissions (per-
haps three songs per member). Members are given a 
due date to submit their ideas, after which time all of  
the ideas are aggregated into a playlist. Members then 
have a certain amount of  time to listen and vote on 
their favorites (this can be purely top choice, or allow 
for a few top choices—say, a top three). The director 
can then view the results of  the vote and see which 
songs the group feels most passionate about. This sys-

tem helps everyone feel heard and gives a clear struc-
ture to the process.

While a director may choose to go with the popular 
vote, consider the benefits of  the “benevolent dictator” 
approach, where the director makes the final call based 
on the top vote winners. This allows for the director to 
take the group’s desires into account while still injecting 
their own expertise into the proceedings.

To assess achievability, consider a song pitch meth-
od, where members are tasked with finding songs that 
they want to sing (perhaps based on the results of  a 
song vote), and performing those songs for the group 
and/or the director. This approach lets you see clear-
ly whether you have soloists capable of  executing the 
songs you are considering. It also allows individuals to 
bring their own personal style to the song, which may 
be valuable information for an arranger if  you are hir-
ing someone to do custom work. Once you have your 
songs decided, it’s time to move to the final phase: find-
ing arrangements.

Where Do I Get My Arrangements?
If  you are a new group, I recommend starting your 

journey with stock arrangements (meaning non-cus-
tom arrangements). Custom arrangements are more 
expensive, and it’s best to save that investment for when 
your group’s sound and style are more established. The 
process of  performing stock charts will also help you 
discover which arrangers you like best, and thus, who 
you might want to hire for custom work.

While major publishers do have more contemporary 
a cappella material than they used to, if  you want to 
find the most current popular songs, you’ve got to look 
for indie published arrangers! Your first stop should be 
Sheet Music Plus or Sheet Music Direct to find charts 
that have been uploaded by arrangers using Hal Leon-
ard’s ArrangeMe website. ArrangeMe is a burgeoning 
site that has pre-cleared the rights to millions of  popu-
lar songs and allows arrangers to make their work avail-
able within days. It’s also a great way to publish any 
arrangements that you do for your own group!

The catch when it comes to sheet music sites is that 
they can be difficult to navigate. So, how can you find 
what you’re looking for? Find arrangers you like and 
search them by name! I maintain this document of  
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Teaching and Leading with TLC:  
An Interview with Dr. Tim Seelig

by Dustin S. Cates

Dr. Tim Seelig is internationally recognized for his 
contributions to choral music and LGBTQ+ advocacy 
through the arts. He is conductor laureate of  the San 
Francisco Gay Men’s Chorus and conductor emeritus 
of  the Turtle Creek Chorale in Dallas, Texas. Dr. Seelig 
is a frequent guest conductor for honor choirs across the 
country, and his own ensembles have also performed at 
state, regional, and national ACDA conferences. 

As a champion of  new music, Seelig has commis-
sioned numerous new works, including the first AIDS 
Requiem, When We No Longer Touch by Kristopher John 

Anthony, Testimony by Stephen 
Schwartz, and I Am Harvey Milk 
by Andrew Lippa. In addition to 
his work on the podium, he is a re-
spected author and educator. His 
publications, The Perfect Blend and 
The Perfect Rehearsal, are widely used 
practical resources in choral meth-

ods and choral pedagogy, and his 2020 autobiographi-
cal memoir, Tale of  Two Tims: Big Ol’ Baptist, Big Ol’ Gay, 

Tenor-Bass Choirs

Dustin S. Cates
National Chair, Tenor-Bass Choirs
cates.dustin@gmail.com

offers a personal reflection on his life and career. His 
work has also been featured in award-winning docu-
mentaries, including the Emmy-winning, After Goodbye: 
An AIDS Story and Gay Chorus Deep South, which pre-
miered at the prestigious Tribeca Film Festival. 

Over a career spanning more than three decades, 
Dr. Seelig has conducted a broad range of  ensembles. 
However, the bulk of  his work has been teaching and 
leading tenor-bass choirs, particularly gay men’s cho-
ruses, within the context of  the broader LGBTQ+ cho-
ral movement.

As a result of  his vast experience and success work-
ing with tenor-bass voices, I invited Dr. Seelig to present 
at our Repertoire and Resources Tenor-Bass Forum at 
the 2025 ACDA National Conference in Dallas, Texas. 
The forum, titled “Programming Tenor-Bass Choirs 
with TLC,” offered insights into repertoire selection, 
rehearsal strategies, and his signature approach em-
phasizing tears, laughs, and chill bumps. Following the 
forum, I had the opportunity to speak with Dr. Seelig in 
greater depth about his teaching philosophies, his work 
with tenor-bass choirs, and the lessons he has drawn 
from a remarkable career in choral music.

A Philosophy Rooted in Respect
Tim Seelig’s approach to teaching is rooted in his 

background as a professional opera singer and voice 
teacher. His transition from the studio and stage to the 
conductor’s podium was not only a career shift but also 
an evolution. “I didn’t know any better than to think 

contemporary a cappella arrangers, which is a useful 
place to start looking for names.  

Consider some keywords to help narrow your search, 
such as: “A cappella,” “contemporary a cappella,” or 
“pop a cappella” + [Song Title] or [Artist]. You need 
the song title/artists, as any of  those terms alone will 
give you way too many results to sort through.

In addition, you can use filters to help narrow your 
search: try “pop” under Genre and “school and commu-
nity” under Usages.

Conclusion
Selecting repertoire for a pop a cappella group can 

feel overwhelming, but it doesn’t have to be. Hopefully 
you now feel more confident in knowing which songs to 
choose and how to choose them. Using all these tools to-
gether will help you find great, current arrangements for 
your group that both they and your audience will love!
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that choirs also warmed up and used the same tech-
nique as I had used in the voice studio,” Seelig recalls. 
This foundational belief  in vocal technique shaped the 
sound of  the Turtle Creek Chorale and became a hall-
mark of  his choral leadership.

He admits that the early years of  his conducting ca-
reer were marked by trial and error. “I learned choral 
technique by the seat of  my pants. I knew vocal tech-
nique very well. I knew conducting pretty well. But I 
didn’t know how to communicate that as a conductor.” 
Over time, he developed a practical and accessible 
approach that was tailored to his volunteer, commu-
nity-based ensemble. “It was a matter of  just commu-
nicating as quickly and as easily as I could—a lot with 
gestures and a lot with modeling.”

This pragmatic and practically applicable approach 
ultimately led to his widely used book, The Perfect Blend, 
which originated from a suggestion by composer and 
friend Greg Gilpin. “He said, ‘Just write down what 
you’re doing,’” Seelig recalls. The result was a resource 
that leveraged years of  trial and error into a clear, relat-
able and often humorous guide for conductor-teachers. 
At the heart of  Seelig’s philosophy is a deep respect for 
the music, the singers, and their time: “There’s only 
one answer to a great rehearsal, and that’s preparation. 
To not plan a rehearsal within an inch of  its life is dis-
respecting your singers and their time.”

Repertoire that Resonates
For Dr. Seelig, programming is a deeply creative and 

meaningful task. “Choosing repertoire is both the most 
challenging and most fun thing any of  us does,” he 
explains. His approach is guided by intentionality and 
emotional resonance, using what he calls the “TLC” 
model: tears, laughs, and chill bumps.

Seelig draws a distinction between programmers 
who build concerts piece by piece, and “top-down” 
thinkers who begin with a thematic vision. “I’m more 
of  the top-down. I want to do a concert on butterflies. 
I can feel it. I can hear the applause. I don’t know any 
songs about butterflies, but I know it’s going to hap-
pen,” he says to illustrate his point. For him, this imag-
inative approach has led to concerts that are musically 
compelling but also emotionally and socially impactful.

His commitment to thematic programming is influ-
enced by his experience with GALA Choruses, a net-
work of  over 200 LGBTQ+-centered choral ensem-
bles from around the world. Seelig believes that GALA 
Choruses have influenced broader choral practices. 
“When I came out and we were planning concerts 
that were themed, other people had no idea what in 
the world that was,” he recalls. “We taught by example. 
People started looking over the fence at the success of  
gay and lesbian choruses and wondering how we were 
filling our audiences. Now, non-GALA choruses are us-
ing thematic programming and ‘choral theatre’ more 
than they ever did.”

Seelig is also an advocate for expanding tenor-bass 
repertoire. “The repertoire was sad at best,” he says of  
his early career. “We had not begun writing for our-
selves.” Since then, he has commissioned numerous 
works and continues to push publishers to release more 
tenor-bass repertoire. “Publishers still say the market 
is not big enough. But in today’s age, you can publish 
digitally with no money.”

Among his favorite pieces are those that reflect his 
TLC philosophy. For laughter, he recommends Jonathan 
Wilcox’s Musical Risotto  and Eric Lane Barnes’s Land-
scapes. For tears, he cites Stephen Schwartz’s Testimony, 
a powerful work that has become a staple in LGBTQ+ 
choral literature. And for chill bumps, he points to piec-
es like Morten Lauridsen’s O Magnum Mysterium and Ja-
cob Collier’s arrangement of  Bridge Over Troubled Water. 
Ultimately, for Seelig, programming is about the con-
nection between the music and mission and performers 
and audience. “Music is not the end. It’s a means to the 
end. And that end is to touch every possible emotion in 
a concert—maybe a couple of  times.”

Working with Tenor-Bass Choirs
Seelig’s work with tenor-bass choirs includes a blend 

of  vocal pedagogy, ensemble psychology, and an un-
derstanding of  the opportunities and challenges these 
choirs present. He emphasizes the importance of  build-
ing the sound from the bottom up. “It’s always built on 
a pyramid. I love a good choir with 21 first tenors, 30 
second tenors, and 50 basses,” he jokes. 

This approach is especially important in tenor-bass 
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choirs, where tuning can be a challenge because of  the 
close harmonic structure. “We can shake the walls with 
sound as opposed to peel the paint,” he quips. While 
acknowledging the distinct qualities of  tenor-bass cho-
ruses, he maintains that the fundamental techniques for 
good singing are universal. “I don’t think there’s any-
thing particularly unique about one choir to another. 
The key is listening.” He also advocates for clear com-
munication, efficient rehearsal pacing, and a strong 
emphasis on outer voice tuning.

Music and Mission
Dr. Tim Seelig’s legacy in choral music is insepara-

ble from his lifelong commitment to advocacy, particu-
larly through the lens of  LGBTQ+ visibility, inclusion, 
and empowerment in the arts. His work has consistent-
ly embodied what he describes as the “twins of  music 
and mission … I’ve tried to feed them both every single 
day,” he says. For Seelig, a choir is not just a group of  
people singing together, it is a vehicle for social change.

Since retiring from the San Francisco Gay Men’s 
Chorus in 2022, Seelig moved to Portland, Oregon. 
Aside from the occasional honor choir, guest lecture 
and a TedxTalk (available on YouTube), he has been 

enjoying his retirement and spending lots of  time vol-
unteering at the Oregon Humane Society. In the fall 
of  2024 he came out of  retirement to found the Port-
land Sage Singers, a community-based choral ensem-
ble for older LGBTQ+ singers. “Who starts a choir 
when they’re seventy-four?” he jokes. The group’s 
motto—“singing for the rest of  our lives”—was gifted 
to the ensemble by activist and songwriter Holly Near, 
who wrote the LGBTQ+ social justice anthem, “Sing-
ing for Our Lives.”

As Seelig reflects on his career, he returns to this 
truth: “Lives are changed in rehearsal, not perfor-
mance.” This belief  underscores his commitment to 
preparation, presence, and purpose. Whether conduct-
ing a world premiere, mentoring an emerging conduc-
tor, or building a new ensemble from the ground up, 
Seelig remains focused on creating meaningful human 
connection through music. “I try to make sure that ev-
ery single person I meet feels full and whole just the 
way they are.”

His legacy, however, is not measured in accolades or 
performance, but in impact. “At the end of  the day, 
it’s the same for all of  us who are music educators or 
conductors. I’m most proud of  the people whose lives 
have been changed.”

World Musics and Cultures

Madlen Batchvarova
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Bridging Centuries, Crossing Borders:  
An Introduction to Dutch Choral Music

by Michel Hogenes and Madlen Batchvarova

From Jan Pieterszoon Sweelinck’s polyphonic mas-
terworks to Calliope Tsoupaki’s avant-garde vocal 
landscapes, Dutch choral music exhibits a remarkable 
convergence of  tradition, experiment, and cultur-
al expression. Because of  its rich historical heritage 
and constant sensitivity to modern artistic trends, the 

Netherlands is frequently referred to as a Korenland,1 
literally “a choir country.” This article offers a brief  
synopsis of  the Dutch choral tradition, examining its 
historical roots, variety of  repertory, and distinct so-
ciocultural character. By doing this, we intend to offer 
information that will be helpful to choral conductors 
and educators worldwide, but especially in the United 
States of  America.

A Nation of  Choirs
The Netherlands boasts one of  the highest per cap-

ita densities of  choirs in the world. The term Nederland 
Korenland reflects a strong national self-image: that of  
a singing society in which amateur and professional 
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choirs alike flourish. The spectrum is broad, encom-
passing classical chamber choirs, church and commu-
nity choirs, shanty choirs, gospel ensembles, and inno-
vative contemporary vocal groups. This high level of  
civic participation in choral singing makes it a corner-
stone of  Dutch cultural life.2

Crucially, this participation transcends demograph-
ic boundaries. Though recent shifts, such as an age-
ing membership base, pose challenges for the amateur 
choral sector, the foundational infrastructure remains 
strong. More than half  of  Dutch choirs say that the 
majority of  their members are over the age of  fifty, ac-
cording to the 2024 VerenigingsMonitor.3 There is less 
youth involvement, particularly in contrast to the Unit-
ed States, where school and religious choirs offer young 
singers strong platforms. Nonetheless, the Dutch mod-
el demonstrates the possibility of  a choral culture that 
transcends institutional boundaries and lasts a lifetime.

The Professional Sector
In addition to this strong amateur history, the Neth-

erlands is home to several professionally recognized 
choirs that enjoy international recognition. The Lau-
rens Collegium, Cappella Amsterdam, and the Neth-
erlands Chamber Choir are known for their innovative 
programming, technical mastery, and dedication to 
old and new music. These ensembles often collaborate 
with renowned composers and multidisciplinary artists, 
which shows that the choral art is very much alive.4

Dutch conductors such as Peter Dijkstra, Jos van 
Veldhoven, and the late Reinbert de Leeuw have be-
come known throughout the world for their creative 
interpretations and historically informed performance 
techniques.5 In addition to influencing Dutch choral 
music, their work has had a lasting impact on how peo-
ple around the world view both old and contemporary 
music.

Tradition as Cultural Heritage:  
The Renaissance

The Netherlands has a long history of  being a center 
of  musical creativity since the Renaissance era. Cho-
ral Franco-Netherlandish tradition in the region was 

developed by master composers such as Josquin des 
Prez, Orlando di Lasso, and Jan Pieterszoon Sweelinck. 
Their polyphonic masses, motets and psalm settings 
are marked by innovative counterpoint and emotional 
depth on par with their Italian and German contem-
poraries. The influence of  those composers was not 
restricted to the Low Countries but also left a mark on 
German Baroque composers.6

Dutch choral music is an excellent example for their 
ability to create world music that, despite being deeply 
rooted in regional culture, progressed to achieve world-
wide recognition, influencing and eventually being 
adapted by various choral traditions through time and 
distance. This is a good example of  how local innova-
tion interacts with international culture. 

Tradition as Cultural Heritage:  
The Bach Passion Phenomenon

One of  the most distinctive elements of  Dutch choral 
life is its enduring devotion to the Passions of  J. S. Bach, 
particularly the Matthäus-Passion and Johannes-Passion. 
Nowhere in the world are these works performed more 
frequently or more diversely than in the Netherlands. 
Audiences all over the country attend hundreds of  Pas-
sion performances every year in the weeks leading up 
to Easter, which range from elaborate professional con-
certs to locally inspired amateur versions.7

The degree to which these Passions have evolved 
from merely liturgical observances to cultural events 
makes the Dutch approach unique. The Matthäus-Pas-
sion, in particular, is considered a national cultural mon-
ument by many. Ensembles such as the Netherlands 
Bach Society (notably at the Grote Kerk in Naarden) 
have set the benchmark for scholarly rigour and ex-
pressive depth, often combining historically informed 
instrumentation with modern dramaturgical elements. 
Some modern Dutch choirs even perform these Pas-
sions in multimedia or semi-theatrical settings, adding 
further levels of  interpretation while still honoring the 
original work. The Dutch Passion tradition serves as an 
example of  how to recontextualize historical material 
for contemporary audiences at a time when classical 
concert audiences are dwindling in many regions of  
the world.
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Repertoire Diversity and  
Contemporary Innovation

The music of  Sweelinck is one of  the most nota-
ble examples of  the Netherlands’ lasting contributions 
to Renaissance and Baroque choral traditions, but its 
choral repertory also exhibits a vibrant modernism. A 
wide range of  composers from the twentieth and twen-
ty-first centuries have created choral works that are 
distinguished by their daring artistic exploration and 
cross-cultural interaction.

Rudolph Escher, Ton de Leeuw, and Calliope 
Tsoupaki are three especially noteworthy authors pub-
lished by Donemus, the top publisher of  contempo-
rary music in the Netherlands.8 The reflective poetry 
of  Escher’s music is influenced by Impressionism and 
French Symbolism. His 1953 composition, Le vrai visage 
de la paix, combines contemporary harmonic language 
with transparent textures to set a pacifist poem by Paul 
Éluard. His works require delicacy and accuracy, pro-
viding choirs with chances to experiment with sophisti-
cated expressiveness.9

 On the other hand, Ton de Leeuw was influenced 
by non-Western musical traditions and Gregorian 
chant. Modal harmonies, drone textures, and reflective 
pacing are used in his Car nos vignes sont en fleur (1970) 
and Psaume 122 to transport singers to a peaceful audi-
tory realm.10 De Leeuw’s compositions have influenced 
the development of  choral composition’s aural and 
spiritual potential.

Greek-born composer Calliope Tsoupaki, who has 
settled in the Netherlands, blends modern methods, 
modal polyphony, and Byzantine chant.11 Through 
ethereal voice textures and microtonal inflections, her 
compositions, including Ode to the West Wind and Styx, 
delve into themes of  memory, myth, and spirituality. 
Her compositions are an excellent example of  how 
modern Dutch choral art incorporates worldviews 
while retaining its unique voice.

Pedagogical and Structural Innovations
The foundation of  Dutch choral education is a ded-

ication to quality and innovation. Conservatories such 
as the Amsterdam Conservatory and the Royal Con-
servatory in The Hague provide demanding instruc-

Photo by Steve Gilbert
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tion for vocalists and conductors, emphasizing both 
modern technique and historical repertoire.12

 The relative safety and respect given to choir con-
ductors is another structural characteristic of  the Dutch 
choral scene.  According to the VerenigingsMonitor, 
over 90 percent of  Dutch choirs engage professional 
artistic leadership, and most of  these roles are com-
pensated at professional rates—an average of  €61 per 
hour.13 The Dutch system models a sustainable frame-
work for artistic leadership within the choral sector.

Pronunciation and Language  
in Dutch Repertoire

The intricacy of  the Dutch language, especially its 
distinct phonetic system, presents a barrier for foreign 
choirs hoping to perform Dutch music. English speak-
ers are not familiar with a number of  vowel sounds and 
consonants found in Dutch, including the uvular /x/ 
and the front rounded /ʏ/. Additionally, Dutch is a 
stress-timed language that necessitates a unique atten-
tion to vowel duration and rhythm.14

Choral directors can handle this by providing In-
ternational Phonetic Alphabet (IPA) transcriptions, 
modelling with native-speaker recordings, and paying 
special attention to diphthong articulation and syllab-
ic stress. Comprehensive guides to the Dutch alphabet 
and pronunciation are available on the CoLanguage 
website, which also includes examples and thorough 
descriptions of  the sounds that correlate to English. 
These techniques can significantly improve perfor-
mance authenticity and diction. 

Dutch Music in Concert Programming
Sometimes concert programming feels like opening 

a window into another era. Mixing historical echoes 
with modern performance isn’t just about singing the 
right notes—it’s a way to connect with a culture’s soul. 
Delving into Dutch Renaissance choral pieces—be it 
a motet, madrigal, chanson, psalm, or mass—invites 
choirs and audiences on a unique, immersive journey. 
Instead of  merely rehearsing melodies and rhythms, 
one begins to notice the rich backdrop of  history, so-
cial circumstances, and artistic flair that shaped these 

works, peeling back layers to reveal the repertoire’s 
deeper roots.

Integrating early Dutch pieces into today’s concerts 
not only expands an ensemble’s creative palette but 
also weaves together threads from different eras. The 
intricate counterpoint and expressive settings of  Jan 
Pieterszoon Sweelinck, Orlando di Lasso, and Josquin 
des Prez influenced later composers across Europe. 
Placing Renaissance polyphony alongside modern 
Dutch choral works highlights a fascinating evolution 
of  national musical identity while giving audiences a 
performance that feels both rich and wonderfully un-
predictable. This is just one of  the many ways world 
musics and cultures repertoire can enter and enrich 
our choral concert programs.

Platforms like Dutch Culture USA lend a friendly 
hand in this cultural exploration. As a branch of  the 
Kingdom of  the Netherlands’ outreach in America, 
they join forces with top Dutch artistic institutions, of-
fering conductors and educators practical, valuable re-
sources.15 These platforms help guide repertoire choic-
es and deepen contextual understanding—bridging 
performance with a more genuine, heartfelt cultural 
appreciation.

BeroepKunstenaar is a website from the Amsterdam 
University of  the Arts. It maintains a list of  institutions 
dedicated to the collection, archiving, and research of  
musical heritage in the Netherlands. The Nederlands 
Muziek Instituut  (Netherlands Music Institute) and 
the Koninklijke Vereniging voor Nederlandse Muziek-
geschiedenis (KVNM, Royal Society for Dutch Music 
History) could prove to be particularly informative re-
sources for choral conductors.16 

The Choral Public Domain Library  offers  a rich 
and varied repertoire of  Dutch choral music, both sa-
cred and secular. The collection encourages entrepre-
neurial conductors to discover a wide variety of  works 
that represent different voicings and degrees of  diffi-
culty, both a cappella and with instrumental accompa-
niment. It should be mentioned that the collection also 
includes pieces for SAB choir with organ accompani-
ment and is thus especially suitable for developing or 
smaller choirs in community, church, and school envi-
ronments.17 
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Cross-cultural and Inclusive Practices
Another aspect of  the Dutch choral landscape is 

the community involvement and accessibility of  choir 
singing. A culture of  inclusivity is demonstrated by, for 
example, participatory performances, which enable as-
piring singers to join professionals in singing parts of  
large choral works. Other groups strengthen the func-
tion of  choral music as a medium for social cohesion by 
focusing on working with groups who are, for example, 
socio-economically marginalised or have a disability.18

The growing preference of  Dutch choirs for mul-
tidisciplinary performances is a final element brought 
forward here. These often combine dance, theatre, and 
new media components, making the concert experi-
ence interesting for new audiences. Although this move 
toward hybridity is in line with more general European 
developments in the performing arts, it nevertheless re-
tains a typically Dutch sensibility: inventive, coopera-
tive, and community oriented.19

Conclusion
Dutch choral music is a powerful example of  strik-

ing a balance between professionalism and involve-
ment, tradition and creativity. The Netherlands has 
a plethora of  repertoire, performing techniques, and 
structural ideas that are worth exploring further for 
American conductors, singers, and academics. Wheth-
er it is through the modernist works of  De Leeuw and 
Tsoupaki, the historically rich performances of  Bach’s 
Passions, or the general acceptance of  chorus singing 
as a communal act, the Dutch choral tradition speaks 
with a voice that is both distinct and universal. 

Michel Hogenes, PhD, is principal lecturer at 
The Hague University of  Applied Sciences, The 
Netherlands. 

Madlen Batchvarova, DMA, is professor of  music, 
director of  choral programs, Hanover College, IN.
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Lionel Daunais’s Figures de danse: 
An Accessible & Theatrical Québécois  

Choral Gem

by Brian C. Murray

Lionel Daunais (1901–1982) was a prominent twen-
tieth-century Québécois musician whose compositions—
solo vocal works, song cycles, folksong arrangements, 
individual choral works, and multi-movement choral 
works—markedly impacted Canadian music. This 
choral review offers an overview of  Daunais’s Figures 
de danse, which features his signature luxurious vocal 
writing and refined drollery. Through six nonsensical 
movements, Daunais delves into death and dance with 
exquisite choral and piano writing. As the entire work is 
in French, reading a translation before each movement 
may benefit a non-French speaking audience. This nar-
ration is an invaluable opportunity to collaborate with 
colleagues in theatre and dance, adding vibrancy and 
humor to the performance.

Figures de danse is appropriate for youth choirs, com-
munity choirs, university choirs, and professional choirs 
alike. And indeed, it has seen performances by myri-
ad types of  choral ensembles at institutions including 
Baylor University, Canadian Chamber Choir, Chœur 
de Chambre du Québec, Creekview High School, 
Michigan State University, R.L. Turner High School, 

University of  North Texas, University of  Wyoming, 
and Vancouver Youth Chorus. As the majority of  cho-
ral repertoire deals with the topics of  love and loss, 
Daunais’s Figures de danse can serve as a light-hearted 
and comedic foil to an otherwise serious and moder-
ate-to-slow program. 

Upon winning the Prix d’Europe in 1926, Daunais’s 
career as a singer soared. After studies in Paris and 
work with the Algiers Opera, he returned to Montréal, 
where he founded le Trio Lyrique and Les Variétés Lyr-
iques. As a renowned vocalist, his compositions exude 
the effortless melodicism of  French mélodie. Daunais’s 
works all feature traditional harmonic language, idiom-
atic vocal writing, and often include challenging piano 
accompaniments. His foremost attribute, however, is a 
dedication to the text—often humorous and written by 
Daunais himself.

Figures de danse comprises six short tragicomic minia-
tures for mixed choir and piano. In his whimsical and 
nuanced writing, Daunais explores the outlandish fates 
of  various dancers. Éditions d’Alliance first published the 
choral score in 1975. They published the piano accom-
paniment as a separate score in 1992.1 

Each movement in the work functions as a stand-
alone caricature. In the opening movement, “Pas 
grave,” Daunais succinctly reports of  Natascha’s deter-
mination to conclude her dance career at the behest 
of  a Shah, who lavishes her with exotic jewelry. Next, 
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in “Jetés-battus (Épitaphe),” he chromatically beseech-
es the listeners to mourn for Idoménée who tragically 
toasted her tutu too near the fireplace. The third move-
ment, “Grand-Écart” translates to “the splits.” In the 
introduction, the piano begins in prime unison and 
then expands by more than five octaves. Subsequent-
ly, the voices then mirror the same musical acrobatics. 
Unfortunately, because a nail was left precariously on 
the stage, Graziella can no longer perform the titular 
grand-écart.

The composer ironically sets the fourth movement, 
“Adagio,” to a lively tarantella. In this miniature, two 
onlookers witness Saltarello in a sartorial scandal 
while performing his adagio. In the fifth movement, 
“Bayadère,” Daunais reveals the dancer’s striking en-
try for a performance on the back of  a panther after 
a rhapsodic piano introduction. In a dramatic coup de 

théâtre, the panther enters solo, having engorged the 
dancer. This movement ends with an unaccompanied 
Brahmanic prayer that entreats successful digestion. 
Finally, in “Maryse and partner” Daunais portrays 
Maryse and Jos as two trapeze partners who valiantly 
execute spellbinding acrobatic acts. Lamentably, this 
routine abruptly ceases with Jos’s unexplainable ab-
sence. Daunais then punctuates Maryse’s demise with 
the pronounced interrogation, “oú est Jos?” [Where is 
Jos?].

In addition to performing the work in its entirety, 
conductors might consider excising various movements 
for a concert. This simplification will provide the flavor 
of  the work while also reducing the difficulty. Move-
ments five and six are the most substantial and could 
be excerpted as stand-alone pieces. Another option is 
to pair this work with other repertoire based around 
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dance. For example, numerous Baroque works based 
on dance, walzer–Liebeslieder, Neue Liebeslieder, “Wechsel-
lied zum Tanz” by Brahms, or Schubert’s “Der Tanz.” 
Other possibilities are works by living composers, for 
example: “Dance!” by Robert T. Gibson, “Solidaridad” 
by Rosephanye Powell, “Danse macabre” by Z. Randall 
Stroope, “Vital Dance” by Dale Trumbore, or An Hour to 
Dance by Gwyneth Walker.

There are multiple challenges when performing this 
work. Fast French text, local references, and issues with 
the score often inhibit regular performance. Various re-
sources and strategies can ameliorate these challenges, 
however.2 Additionally, with the publication of  a new 
edition that combines the choral and piano scores and 
removes numerous errors, Éditions d’Alliance mitigat-
ed the foremost challenge to frequent performance of  
the work.3 Further, a thorough understanding of  the 
text is necessary to comprehend and savor the satire in 
Daunais’s captivating work. 

Daunais’s Figures de danse is a fanciful delight and a 
welcome respite to programs that are often replete with 
somber repertoire. Fancy the professional recording of  
Figures de danse by Julia Davids and the Canadian Cham-
ber Choir or various reference recordings of  the work 
available on YouTube and other streaming platforms.4 

Revel in the wittiness of  the text and enjoy an explora-
tion of  this moribund musical fantasy. 

Brian C. Murray is the director of  choral activities and 
assistant professor of  music at the University of  Wyo-
ming. bmurray7@uwyo.edu

NOTES

1 As of  this printing, we were unable to secure permission to 

include musical examples from the publisher, Alliance 
Chorale du Québec (Éditions de l’Alliance). Interested 
readers can view score samples or purchase at: https://
boutique.chorales.ca/products/figures-de-danse-satb-
piano

2 Patricia Abbott, “The 30-Year History of  the Alliance des 
Chorales du Quebec and Its Impact on Choral Singing 
in the Province.” The Phenomenon of  Singing [Online], Vol-
ume 5 (July 1, 2005). https://journals.library.mun.ca/
ojs/index.php/singing/article/view/584/402; Patricia 
Abbott, “The Vocal and Choral Music of  Lionel Daunais 
(1902-1982).” Paper presented At the 3rd Phenomenon 
of  Singing International Symposium, Memorial Uni-
versity, St. John’s, Newfoundland, Canada (2001); Hil-
ary Apfelstadt, “Canada’s Choral Music Development.” 
Choral Journal 54, no. 8 (March 2014): 34–41; Brian C. 
Murray, “A Conductor’s Guide to Lionel Daunais’s Fig-
ures de danse” (DMA diss., University of  North Tex-
as, 2020). https://digital.library.unt.edu/ark:/67531/
metadc1703295/ ; Oscar O’Brien, “L’Estétique de notre 
folklore,” La Presse Montréal (October 21, 1942): Micro-
fiche, MIC A28.

3 Lionel Daunais, Figures de danse: Suite fantastique pour voix mixtes. 
ed. Brian C. Murray (Alliance des Chorales du Québec, 
1975).

4 Lionel Daunais, Figures de danse. Choeur de Chambre du 
Québec, Robert Ingari, conductor. Recorded October 
2013. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JT_-tddR6Z8; 
Lionel Daunais, Figures de danse. University of  North 
Texas University Singers, Dr. Richard Sparks, conduc-
tor. Recorded April 2014. https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=gptvRSzQ6tw&t=2s; Julia Davids, conductor. 
In Good Company. Recorded in 2009. Polar Bear Records, 
2010, compact disc. Includes Daunais’s Figures de danse.

Daunais’s Figures de danse is a fanciful 
delight and a welcome respite to 
programs that are often replete with 
somber repertoire.
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want to do a good job but may not be confident about 
singing. Their trepidation is compounded if  they are in 
a room with people they don’t know well. I want to take 
some of  the nervousness out of  the room with activities 
that encourage us to move, sing, and learn each other’s 
names in a fun, non-judgemental environment.

When working with an elementary choir, one of  
the first activities I use is “Lean Forward/Lean Back-
wards.” This activity has singing, movement, and lots 
of  smiles. I ask the students to mirror me as I demon-
strate how to “lean” in the various directions. I make it 
a point to demonstrate how to “lean,” as I do not want 
any student to fall or to bump another student. After 
the students understand the directions, I sing the lyrics 
and have the students move with me: “Lean forward, 
lean backwards to the left, to the right; hands up, hands 
down to the left to the right. Lean forward, lean back-
wards to the left, to the right; hands up, hands down to 
the left to the right.” Once the students start moving, I 
invite them to sing with me. We sing the lyrics and move 
while modulating the key and changing the tempo. The 
students have a wonderful time with this activity. 

Another activity I use is “Tell Me Something Good!” 
from the R&B hit composed by Stevie Wonder and per-
formed by Rufus and Chaka Khan. I have the students 
sing the melodic line, “Tell Me Something Good!” 
(CLAP). I then point to the individual students and ask 

The “Ask a Conductor” section of  ChorTeach was a 
reader-generated Q&A format where readers submit-
ted questions related to teaching, conducting, rehears-
ing with, or singing with K-12 students. Three to five 
educators answered the question, with a new question 
appearing in each issue. There are eight “Ask a Con-
ductor” questions, available in the ChorTeach archives at 
acda.org/chorteach.

Question: What are some ice breakers/commu-
nity-building activities I can use for our first 
choir rehearsal of  the season? My choir is very 
new and unsure of  the idea of  choir warm-ups 
and singing together with each other.

Maria A. Ellis
“Girl Conductor”
Director,
The Sheldon’s City of Music All-Star Chorus
info@girlconductor.com

 The first day of  choir rehearsal with any choir, espe-
cially a new choir, is always so fun to me. The choir 
members have a little nervousness about them. They 

Ask a Condu ctorAsk a Condu ctor
Question 3

What are some ice breakers/community-building activities 
I can use for our first choir rehearsal of the season? My 
choir is very new and unsure of the idea of choir warm-ups 
and singing together with each other.

??
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them to say their name (so I can learn names and how 
to pronounce them), tell them what their favorite song 
is, and tell me something good about their day. After 
approximately five students answer, I invite everyone to 
sing “Tell Me Something Good,” and we learn about 
more students. I always challenge myself  that by the 
end of  the activity I should be able to name each child. 

After doing these activities, the students are not feel-
ing nearly as nervous or alienated as when they came 
into the room. They now know each other’s names and 
have laughed, sung, and played together. I also take the 
opportunity afterwards to explain to the students about 
the warm-up process and why we warm-up our voices, 
minds, and bodies. For more warm-up activities, visit 
www.Girlconductor.com.

Jackson Hill 
Artistic Director, Singing Girls of Texas
Elementary Choir Director
Fort Worth Academy of Fine Arts
jackson.hill@fwafa.org

Below are descriptions of  three activities I incorpo-
rate into my rehearsals throughout the first week each 
year. All of  them require no materials, have easy-to-
explain rules, are a great way to physically and mental-
ly engage students, and allow teachers to demonstrate 
that voices can be used in unfamiliar ways and it can 
be fun. 

Posse

Rules: 

1) Each student in the class finds a partner and shares 
their name with them. Once they have shared 
their names, they need to face you with their 
thumbs up to show they are ready to start.

 
2) Once you say “go,” every pair will play one round of  

rock-paper-scissors.
 

3) Whoever loses becomes a part of  the winner’s “pos-
se” and starts following behind them, chanting 
their name. 

4) Each winner will then play against another winner. 
They will know who the other winners are be-
cause they will also have a posse cheering them 
on.

5) Each time someone loses, they and their posse join 
in following and chanting the name of  whoever 
beat them.

6) This process continues until the entire class is chant-
ing the last winner’s name. 

Pros: The activity is a quick way for your students to be-
gin to learn each other’s names and to hear their own 
name used in an affirming way. Almost nothing is cool-
er than seeing “the shy student” have twenty classmates 
jumping around them, cheering them on as they play. 

Things to Consider: This activity should be noisy and will 
require your kids to move around the room—you will 
need a little tolerance for crazy. To help regain your 
students’ attention at the end, you should already have 
a mechanism in place to draw their attention back to 
you. This could be a call-and-response, a hand gesture, 
whatever works best for you. Additionally, to help keep 
the activity safe, you will want to establish ground rules 
about how students should travel around the room be-
fore you start playing.

Demonstration:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HH44f8nkHo0 
or scan the QR code below.
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??
High-Medium-Low

Rules:

1) The students must look at you at all points in time. 
They may blink (yes, they will ask you this)

2) You will shake your arms above your head, at shoul-
der height, or down by your waist. Each time your 
arms change position, you will say either “high,” 
“medium,” or “low.” 

3) “Do what I say, not what I do” is what I tell my 
students. Meaning, they will need to make their 
arms move in whatever direction you tell them to 
with your voice. “High” means shake your hands 
above your head, “medium” is by your shoulders, 
and “low” is down by your waist. 

4) Your goal is to trick the students into moving their 
arms the same direction you move yours, even 
when your arm movements don’t match up with 
what your voice says.

Pros: This is a fun activity that can energize and focus 
your students at any point in a rehearsal. One of  the 
reasons I like using it at the beginning of  the year is it 
allows me to use my voice as a tool for “play.” Once the 
students are comfortable with the game, I will make my 
vocal inflection match the direction my hands are mov-
ing. If  I say “high,” I will use a floaty, falsetto sound, 
when I say “medium,” I will use my regular speaking 
voice, and “low” is borderline vocal fry. I can add an-
other level of  play by using my falsetto on “low” and a 
deep pitch on “high.” This helps break the ice a little 
with my students in regard to using their own voices, 
especially when encouraging boys to access their own 
falsetto. For a smooth transition, you can end this ac-
tivity on a “high,” then go directly into siren echoes to 
begin your vocal warmups.

Things to Consider: There are lots of  ways you can adjust 
the difficulty of  this game: how long you wait between 
before having the kids change position, how emphati-
cally or calmly you give a command, establishing short, 
repeated patterns of  commands and then breaking 

them in sneaky ways. I would incorporate these tricks 
gradually. All of  them can make the game way more 
fun for a class that is eager for a challenge, or really 
frustrating for a class that isn’t quite ready. 

Demonstration:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-vJrz7_uzsc or 
scan the QR code below. 

		   	

Four Behind

Rules:

1) You will create a four-beat pattern using some sort of  
body percussion (snapping, clapping, patting your 
legs, etc.) or vocal sound.

2) The students will echo your pattern.

3) While they are echoing you, you are simultaneous-
ly showing them the next four-beat pattern. This 
creates a cycle of  them echoing the pattern that 
they just saw, while watching you to see what they 
will do next. 

Pros: This is a great attention grabber to use at the start 
of  class or can function as a brain break in the mid-
dle of  rehearsal. Incorporating spoken patterns can let 
your students play with timbre, range, and dynamics. 
For added benefit, you can have them play the game 
to music. This is a fun way to help develop their sense 
of  steady beat. You can also incorporate challenging 
rhythmic patterns that will be introduced in your rep-
ertoire and help them develop fluency in those patterns 
in a playful way. 

Things to Consider: I’ve had the best luck teaching this 
one when I break down the learning process. First I’ll 
have the students echo four beat body percussion pat-
terns, but I won’t show them their next pattern until 
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they’ve completed the one they’ve already been given. 
Once they are clear with that step, then I will explain to 
them how they will need to think ahead and give them 
spoken cues to help keep them on track. I will begin to 
phase out the spoken cues, and then they should have it. 

Demonstration: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EzThpraoZ1I 
or scan the QR code below

   

Ian Tapson 
Director of Choirs 
Lake Minneola High School 
Minneola, Florida 
TapsonI@lake.k12.fl.us

Creating a safe rehearsal space is crucial when work-
ing with musicians no matter the age or experience 
together as an ensemble! The more your musicians 
trust themselves, each other, and of  course, you as the 
conductor, the more connected they will be to the mu-
sic-making process. Although we are anxious for their 
first sound as a choir, we must see past the voices in the 
room and invest in the hearts of  those who make the 
music. 

Begin by selecting activities that require little social 
investment at first. One of  my favorites is the activity 
“This or That” or “Would You Rather?” Using a list 
of  prompts, the director or assigned leader calls out 
“would you rather…” and the students will move to ei-
ther side of  the room based on their response. This is 
a great way for students to see shared interests without 
pushing them out of  their comfort zone.

I will often follow an activity like the one above with 
a name game. I recommend using a game like “Con-
nections.” All students should begin seated. Students 
will say their name and something they like and anoth-
er student will respond and say, “My name is ___and 
I also like___, but I also like______.” The “connect-
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ed” student will rise and join the student who began 
the game. You may need to provide topic guidance so 
students can easily select their “likes.” This involves a 
little more personal investment, but it is another way 
for students to create those personal connections with 
people in the room.

Once we have spent more time together, I like to in-
corporate activities that involve a little more interaction 
and social investment from my students. Choir speed 
dating was a suggestion from a choral colleague and 
I love it! Students will form concentric circles where 
the inside circles rotate clockwise every 30 seconds to 
answer a fun question with their partner. It is easy to 
come up with silly things like “what is a song you are 
embarrassed you know all the words to?” Choir speed 
dating allows you to format your questions to the needs 
of  the ensemble, which, again is important as you are 
building those relationships.

 Additionally, each Friday, I devote time so students 
could chat as a class through a few different activities, 
some of  which have also been mentioned in this Jour-
nal and online. 

• Shout-outs have been a great way to leave encourag-
ing messages for other students in the program. 
I read them out loud and students clap and cele-
brate as they are passed out.

• I also encourage them to share a high (wow) or a low 
(pow) from their week. My students love this and 
will often take the whole class time if  I am not 
careful!

• When the students have a stronger bond, we do an ac-
tivity called, “Throwing of  the Beads.” Students 
stand in a circle and I throw a beaded necklace 

“Integrating these team-building 
exercises have done wonders for 
the culture of  my program and the 
relationships we have with each other.”
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to a student and deliver a genuine compliment. 
The recipient then chooses another student until 
all students have gone.

• I also incorporate movement/dances, funny warm-
ups, solfège games, and sometimes karaoke to 
make it a FUN FRIDAY. We still rehearse but use 
it as a planning session for the next week.

Integrating these team-building exercises have 
done wonders for the culture of  my program and the 
relationships we have with each other. Whatever you 
choose to do, make sure it is authentically given and 
implemented in the rehearsal. You are integral to the 
community building of  your ensembles and set the 
tone for the year to come. Make it a great one! 

William George-Twyman 
Director of Choral Studies,  
Booker T. Washington High School for the  
Performing and Visual Arts, Dallas, TX
Past Repertoire and Resources Chair,  
High School Mixed, SWACDA
wigeorge@dallasisd.org	

The idea of  community in the choral ensemble is 
very important. So many times, we get to the end of  
a concert cycle and realize that there are some altos 
who have no idea who is in the tenor section, or as is 
common in school settings, seniors who don’t know any 
of  the sophomores’ names! There are activities that we 
can engage in during our first rehearsal to plant the 
seeds for a tight-knit and close musical community to 
form. For me, the most important part of  community 
building is that it feels organic and interwoven with the 
musical goals of  the ensemble. As we come to under-
stand the different reasons singers come to choir, it is vi-
tal that we act with intention when it comes to forming 
the identity of  the group. I’ve learned that the classic 
icebreaker games of  “Two truths and a lie” or small 
group charades can be dynamic and fun for a moment, 
but those games lack any real and lasting substance 
when it comes to learning about another person. 

One of  the best ways to get to know the sections 
is during the voicing process. I always keep the other 
sections in the room while we go through and listen to 
every singer in various combinations until we find the 
correct sound for that group. Even if  you don’t do full 
voicing on day one, it’s helpful to at least go around and 
hear everyone sing something individually or as a sec-
tion. I’m also reiterating each singer’s name out loud 
while I do this so that everyone (including me) begins to 
associate names, faces, and voices.

Another place to begin community building is during 
sectionals. As we have undoubtedly learned, every sec-
tion begins to take on their own sound and group dy-
namic the longer they sing together. During sectionals, 
bonds can be formed over conquering a particularly 
hard passage or by sharing a private joke with the con-
ductor that only they know about. Forming solidarity 
within a section is easier when the goals are common 
and focused on the music. The moment that every ten-
or in the room experiences that rich, golden tone that 
they’ve been striving for is a transcendent one, and it 
can lead to a moment of  section pride when they rejoin 
the choir and get to show that off, heaped with praise 
from the conductor.

You may notice that I haven’t given many examples 
of  activities that do not have a strict musical focus. My 
ideas about leaving goofy games and activities aside are 
very much shaped by conversations that I’ve had with 
singers over the years. Often, I hear that singers are 
sometimes uncomfortable being pressured into shar-
ing personal information about themselves, no matter 
how innocent the information might seem. A person 
who does not participate in the game can be viewed 
as a “wet blanket” or someone who “hates fun,” which 
undermines the stated goal of  community building. 
Though everyone comes to choir for a different set of  
social or emotional reasons, everyone is there for the 
music, so synthesizing community with music makes 
the most sense with the least amount of  potential fric-
tion. We build lasting structures by ensuring they have 
strong foundations. If  you build your choir communi-
ty on firm musical ground, you’ll never look back and 
lament that you didn’t do trust falls in the first rehears-
al. Listen to your singers, feel out the emotional “pulse” 
of  the choir, and guide them towards what is truly im-
portant and best for everyone involved. 
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