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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.   	            

The Value of  Membership
At its best, choral music is about connection and 

belonging. When voices come together, we create 
something bigger and more beautiful than any one 
of  us could on our own. That same spirit of  connec-
tion is what makes being part of  our association so 
valuable. None of  us has to walk this journey alone; 

we have a whole community of  people who understand the joys and chal-
lenges of  this work.

Membership is more than a card or a title; it’s an invitation to resources, 
opportunities, and relationships that help us grow. Our journals (the Choral 
Journal and the International Journal of  Research in Choral Singing) put inspi-
ration right at your fingertips: practical rehearsal tips, repertoire ideas, 
grounded research, and thoughtful reflections from colleagues who know 
exactly what you’re facing. Our repertoire and resource libraries are like 
a trusted friend when you’re searching for the right piece or a fresh ap-
proach. (Note: Don’t miss the newest 2025 Virtual Reading Sessions available at 
www.acda.org)

And then there are the conferences. If  you’ve ever been to one, you 
know the energy of  sitting in a performance that leaves you speechless, or 
the spark of  an idea from a session that you can’t wait to try back home. 
Add to that the honor choirs—life-changing experiences for our develop-
ing singers (and future colleagues!) and a reminder to all of  us why this 
work matters so deeply. Information for the 2026 Region Conferences is 
available at https://acda.org/region-conferences, and the 2027 National 
Conference will be held in Minneapolis, MN, in 2027! You can always 
check the event listing in the weekly e-newsletters for many local events 
as well.

But perhaps the greatest gift of  membership is the people. The col-
leagues you meet often become lifelong friends, the ones you call when 
you need advice, the ones who cheer you on, and the ones who simply “get 
it” when you share a story from rehearsal. Those connections remind us 
we’re not alone, even on the hardest days. If  you’re a member, I encourage 
you to dive in—read the journals, use the repertoire lists, sign up for the 
next conference, and please reach out to someone new. If  you’re not yet a 
member, now is a wonderful time to join us. We will welcome you with the 
spirit of  enthusiasm and collegiality.

Our association thrives because of  YOU, the membership. We are cre-
ating something extraordinary together, not just for ourselves, but for the 
future of  choral music.
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From the  
President

Edith Copley

One of  the articles in this issue is about the amaz-
ing composer, arranger, conductor, and actor Jester 
Hairston (1901-2000). I was fortunate to attend ses-
sions with this inspiring man in the early 1980s. He 
shared his personal story, the history of  each spiritu-
al, and enthusiastically led us in the singing of  his ar-
rangements. Hairston was a dynamic educator and a 

shining star in our profession.
Since beginning my term as national president, several people have 

asked me: “What is your vision for ACDA?” After thinking about this ques-
tion, I realized I have a shared vision. Everyone in ACDA leadership is work-
ing together to forge a path into the future, create new resources for our 
membership, and provide materials to help us to be strong advocates for 
our art.

The revision of  ACDA’s Bylaws and Constitution was completed in 
2023. Our organization’s next step is to develop a Strategic Plan. National 
ACDA President-elect Jessica Napoles will chair this important commit-
tee, which will guide ACDA into the future.

Statistics show that the majority of  our members are unable to attend 
a region or national conference. It’s disappointing that so few can attend 
these professional development events. I’m well aware that many mem-
bers have limited financial resources and often have great difficulty taking 
time away to attend a conference. Every regional and national conference 
team is working diligently to control costs and make conferencing more 
accessible. Recently, ACDA has made 2023 and 2025 National Confer-
ence reading sessions and videos of  selected interest sessions available to 
all of  our members, regardless of  whether they attended a conference. In 
addition, R&R leadership and steering committees are working to offer 
members more non-conference resources such as new webinars, podcasts, 
and genre-specific reading sessions throughout the year.

With recent severe cuts to arts funding and the continual loss of  school 
music programs, the Advocacy & Collaboration Standing Committee 
plans to review and compile advocacy resources from various arts coali-
tions and make this valuable information available on ACDA’s website to 
help us become stronger advocates for music in our communities.

Our shared vision for the future involves strategic planning, more practi-
cal resources throughout the year, and accessible materials to help us ad-
vocate for the choral art. It is my hope that these initiatives will benefit our 
current membership and draw more choral musicians to our organization 
in the days and years ahead.
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From the
Editor

Amanda Bumgarner

One of  the articles in this month’s issue highlights 
the life and choral works of  Jester Hairston. In addi-
tion to the regular editorial board review, I reached 
out to André Thomas and Anton Armstrong, who 
knew Hairston and graciously agreed to take a look 
at the article before publication. I am grateful for their 

time on the article and also for sharing a personal experience. 
From André Thomas: “I met Mr. Hairston shortly after I turned seven-

teen. He shared with me the story of  how a performance of  the Katherine 
Dunham Dancers inspired him. This all-Black troupe appeared in many 
Hollywood films as ‘native’ dancers, which helped illuminate his vision for 
works like Elijah Rock to be semi-staged. While many young arrangers are 
doing excellent work today, Hairston, Burleigh, and others gave us some 
truly definitive settings of  these spirituals.”

From Anton Armstrong: “I had the opportunity to prepare singers for 
Mr. Hairston during my years in Grand Rapids, MI, when I taught at Cal-
vin University in the 1980s. I also had a delightful time with him around 
1995–96 when Philip Brunelle brought [ Jester] to Minneapolis to guest 
conduct VocalEssence in a concert of  his works. At that time he was in the 
early stages of  dementia but was still so effective when he was conducting 
the ensemble.”

The cover article, “From Groans to Grins,” introduces the concept of  
teaching music literacy through play in three domains: rhythmic, melodic, 
and harmonic. The author offers a variety of  games and suggestions for 
play that can be immediately implemented into the classroom.

The Rehearsal Break column features another article that is directly ap-
plicable to the rehearsal space. In “Beyond the Attendance Sheet” readers 
will find strategies for addressing assessment using the four Anchor Stan-
dards from the National Coalition for Arts Standards: (1) Creating, (2) Per-
forming, (3) Responding, and (4) Connecting.

Finally, this issue contains an On the Voice article related to warming up 
the choir,  a Choral Conversation with Mark Lawley, and a Choral Review 
of  Rollo Dilworth’s Weather. As always, we are excited to share this issue 
with you and hope you find something to apply to your work. If  you have 
any feedback related to the articles, write a “Letter to the Editor.” Find 
guidelines at acda.org/choraljournal or email abumgarner@acda.org with 
questions.
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Choral music educators continually seek 
effective methods to engage students 
in music literacy, a fundamental 

component of  musical development. Traditional 
approaches to teaching sight-reading and 
literacy may elicit resistance from students, 
yet many believe these skills are essential for 
well-rounded musicianship.1 These traditional 
approaches might look like teachers using 
methods books to rehearse exercises as if  
they were repertoire. Instead, researchers and 
practicing teachers increasingly support the 
integration of  musical play as an alternative 
approach to teaching music literacy. Musical 
play comprises structured, interactive activities 
that foster creativity and collaboration. These 
activities enhance student engagement while 
supporting skill acquisition in ways that feel 

From Groans to Grins:
A Play-Based Approach to
Teaching Music Literacy
S A L E E L  A D A R K A R  M E N O N
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Rutgers University
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enjoyable and motivating.2 By reimagining sight-
reading and other literacy exercises through the 
lens of  play, educators can create a dynamic 
learning environment that encourages active 
participation, reduces performance anxiety, and 
nurtures a lifelong appreciation for music. 

Musical play leverages the natural joy and 
social interaction that arise from shared mu-
sic-making experiences, transforming other-
wise routine literacy exercises into compelling 
activities. In a choral classroom, musical play 
can take many forms, from rhythmic games 
and call-and-response exercises to improvi-
sational singing and collaborative composi-
tion tasks. These activities allow students to 
explore elements of  music literacy—such as 
rhythm, pitch, dynamics, and phrasing—in a 
low-stakes, supportive setting. 
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developmentally appropriate practices for building mu-
sicianship. For example, many elementary music teach-
ers refer to methodological practices derived from Orff, 
Dalcroze, Gordon’s Music Learning Theory (MLT), 
Kodály, and Suzuki. Each of  these methodologies rec-
ognize play and social interaction as a fundamental as-
pect of  how students learn and construct meaning in 
music.10 An Orff or MLT approach might incorporate 
games, stories, and imagination to build on the learn-
ing styles of  emerging musicians.11 Similarly, a Kodály 
or Suzuki methodology prioritizes a playful approach 
to develop strong musicianship while fostering a love 
for music.12  

What is Music Literacy?
The National Association for Music Education 

(NAfME) adopts a broad conception of  music literacy 
as a musician’s ability to create, perform, and respond 
to music,13 yet many teachers define music literacy pri-
marily as one’s ability to read Western classical music 
notation.14 Choir teachers might align state and nation-
al standards for music literacy toward teaching nota-
tional literacy, therefore building learning sequences 
that center decoding notation. However, some teachers 
have broadened their definitions of  music literacy.15 
For example, some scholars define music literacy be-
yond reading and writing to include the ways in which 
people use sound and symbols to communicate.16 Ac-
cording to Edwin Gordon, “Music literacy goes beyond 
reading and writing music notation … one must be 
able to listen to music with meaning.”17 Teachers using 
a more comprehensive approach to teaching literacy 
may find lesson planning and instructional delivery to 
be overwhelming. It is, therefore, important to break 
down music literacy into smaller parts and consider ac-
tivities to build skills through musical play. 

Researchers have compared music literacy to the 
process of  learning a language.18 Language acquisition 
scholars break down communication into smaller do-
mains such as vocabulary, grammar, and syntax, which 
operate both verbally and in writing, and generally oc-
cur through immersion. Teachers can approach music 
literacy in a similar way by disaggregating literacy into 
an aural pedagogy and a visual one. Many agree that 
a sound before sight approach to literacy is an effective 

From Groans to Grins: A Play-Based Approach to Teaching Music Literacy

This approach aligns with principles of  construc-
tivist learning, which suggest that students learn best 
when they can actively engage in their learning and 
receive feedback that they can implement immediate-
ly.3 Through musical play, students might internalize 
music literacy skills more efficiently as they engage in 
real-time problem solving and expressive collabora-
tion, creating a positive and productive environment 
that contrasts with a potentially more traditional, static 
method of  literacy instruction. This article introduces 
a framework for conceptualizing literacy in three do-
mains: rhythmic, melodic, and harmonic. Directors 
will then explore how to use pedagogical games and 
play-based learning to practice these domains while 
applying three specified learning modalities: aural, vi-
sual, and synthesized. Although these activities are de-
rived from elementary methods, they are applicable to 
secondary choral ensemble classrooms, with a particu-
lar focus on high school students.

What is Musical Play? 
Kathryn Marsh and Susan Young defined musical 

play as “the activities that children initiate on their 
own accord and in which they may choose to partici-
pate with others voluntarily.”4 These activities balance 
challenge and ease, empower the players, and spark joy. 
Marsh and Young also emphasized that a key compo-
nent of  play across all ages is multimodality or blending 
movement with singing and using objects like props, 
toys, or instruments.5 Musical play not only engages 
children aurally but visually and kinesthetically.6 Social 
interactions are also an important part of  play. Stu-
dents can share musical ideas, practice and refine skills, 
and imitate and create patterns.7 In 2017, Lisa Koops 
researched factors leading to student enjoyment, find-
ing that “children’s musical enjoyment occurred when 
there was a balance of  structure and freedom, novel-
ty and familiarity, and individual expression within an 
established community.”8 Researchers have linked mu-
sical development and enjoyment to the exploratory 
practices in musical play,9 which led to the question: 
how might the concept of  music literacy be reframed 
using musical games? 

Music pedagogues have discussed musical play as an 
important pedagogical component, which aligns with 
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strategy when beginning to teach music literacy.19 Ac-
cording to a Kodály model, a “prepare, present, prac-
tice” approach20 allows teachers to expose students to 
specific musical elements, then define them, and final-
ly practice them until fluent. In their book Music Play, 
Wendy Valerio et al. unfold a similar informal early 
childhood sequence where teachers acculturate students 
to a variety of  sounds, then those students imitate those 
sounds and practice them until they are assimilated into 
the students’ musical vocabulary.21 Understanding this 
iterative process of  music learning is important in de-
veloping sequences for building students’ music literacy 
across their lifespan of  musical learning. 

Breaking Down Music Literacy
Gordon disaggregated music literacy into three expe-

riences: aural, oral, and visual.22 The aural experience 
describes listening to and discerning musical elements. 
Oral experiences describe one’s ability to verbally pro-
duce musical elements. The visual experience of  music 
literacy describes processes of  recognizing and decod-
ing musical symbols at sight. Sight singing is one way to 
coalesce these three experiences into one difficult cog-
nitive task. Reducing cognitive load by developing these 
composite skills independently can help students gain 
proficiency with sight singing. Gordon’s framework pro-
vides a strong starting point to conceptualize how some 
activities span multiple literacies.23 In this article, we 
will retain his definitions of  aural and visual experienc-
es, while reframing the oral experience to a synthesized 
experience. In my experience teaching, some students 
were able to learn music by rote, thereby developing 
their aural literacy. These students could also write their 
solfège next to note heads in a variety of  keys, demon-
strating their visual literacy. However, synthesizing the 
two experiences was difficult. For example, they could 
not accurately sing the solfège at sight. Synthesized lit-
eracy, therefore, is the ability to demonstrate aural and 
visual literacies simultaneously. Breaking music literacy 
into distinct components—such as aural, visual, and 
synthesized literacy—enables more targeted instruction 
and assessment by allowing educators to isolate specific 
skill areas, identify gaps in student understanding, and 
tailor learning experiences to support focused cognitive 
development in each domain.  

Three Domains of  Music
Teachers might focus on three domains of  music to 

teach music literacy: rhythm, melody, and harmony. 

1) Rhythm: Students can show proficiency in the rhyth-
mic domain by demonstrating an accurate sense of  
pulse, meter, and tempo. 

2) Melody: Proficient students might recognize and pro-
duce intervals, scales, and tunes. 

3) Harmony: Students fluent with the harmonic domain 
can situate music they encounter within a tonality and 
identify the function of  various harmony and progres-
sions. 

Teachers can work within these specific domains to tar-
get the individual areas of  sight singing through play 
and  create a fun environment that encourages students’ 
success in building musical skills.  

Playing in the Rhythmic Domain

Aural Literacy: Poison Rhythm
Teaching rhythm in ensemble spaces lends itself  to 

musical play because rhythms are catchy, and rhythmic 
games are inherently social activities, like dancing or 
clapping. When I was a student teacher in Houston, 
students loved the game “Poison Rhythm,” which my 
cooperative teacher used to develop students’ rhythm 
vocabularies. This game involves the whole class in a 
version of  “Simon Says,” where there is a four-beat 
rhythm notated on the board. This rhythm should in-
clude the elements the teacher intends to practice, such 
as the dotted-quarter-eighth-note pair, or combinations 
of  sixteenth notes. The rhythm on the board is the poi-
son rhythm, and anyone who begins to perform that 
rhythm is “out.” 

To level the playing field, the teacher should practice 
the rhythm with the group a few times, thereby aural-
ly reinforcing the teacher’s rhythmic pedagogical goal. 
The teacher can perform these rhythmic patterns on 
a neutral syllable or using a rhythmic solfège system, 
depending on their goals for the students. After this, 

From Groans to Grins: A Play-Based Approach to Teaching Music Literacy
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the teacher will cycle through several rhythmic pat-
terns that build the desired rhythmic skill. Eventually 
the teacher should perform (clap, tap, sing) the poison 
rhythm. Any student who begins to repeat the pattern 
is out. 

In a more advanced version of  the game, the teach-
er can clap or chant the rhythm on a neutral syllable, 
and the students can repeat back the rhythms using 
their rhythmic solfège. When a student gets out, their 
job is to help identify other students who might get out. 
Similarly, all the students could be in competition with 
the teacher. If  any student does the poison rhythm, the 
teacher gets a point. However, if  the teacher does not 
“catch” anyone, the students get a point. This game 
exposes students to rhythmic patterns relevant to the 
teacher’s pedagogical goals. 

Visual Literacy: Rhythm Relay
Students often express difficulty when demonstrat-

ing their ability to decode written notation using a stan-
dard rhythmic counting system (i.e., 1& 2& 3& 4e&a). 
They may easily repeat rhythms by rote, but they 
struggle identifying those same rhythms in notation, let 
alone chanting the counts in rhythmic solfège. Similar-
ly, it can be easier for students to sing popular music or 
rap music by ear rather than transcribing the music or 
learning from notation. It is important to create expe-
riences for students to practice decoding rhythmic no-
tation. “Rhythm Relay” makes use of  the multitude of  
rhythm worksheets designed to help students read and 
write rhythms. I used the game to practice writing in 
rhythmic solfège; however, teachers could also use this 
game to practice composing specific rhythmic patterns. 

In “Rhythm Relay,” students work in teams to com-
plete the rhythmic worksheet. First, assign a team cap-
tain and place them at the first position of  the relay 
line. The team captain begins by writing in the counts 
for the first line on the worksheet. When they are fin-
ished, they pass the worksheet to the next student, who 
completes the next line. When the team completes the 
sheet, the team captain will check for errors. If  there is 
an error, the captain will help the erroneous teammate 
understand the concept. The fastest team to submit the 
correct and completed worksheet to the teacher, WINS! 
Ask the team captain to start the relay for each team 
so they can write an exemplar for the next students to 

consider when they fill out their own rhythm. Teachers 
can extend this activity to prepare challenging rhythms 
that might appear in their repertoire. It is important 
for teachers to allow space for the social interactions 
and laughter that come in these collaborative and low-
stakes competitions.  

Synthesized Literacy: Epic Rhythm Battle (full class)
While “Rhythm Relay” is a great activity for writ-

ing in counts, it doesn’t provide a play-based approach 
for students to perform those rhythms. Consider “Epic 
Rhythm Battle” as a solution! In this activity, based on 
the popular “Epic Rap Battles of  History,” the teach-
er divides students into two groups. The teacher will 
project a rhythmic worksheet on the screen or assign 
a series of  exercises that are the same for both teams. 
Groups will alternate performing sections of  the work-
sheet while backed by a rap track on YouTube.24 

In this activity, students who have difficulty per-
forming rhythms are able to participate and learn from 
their more experienced peers. To lower the stakes of  
the activity, tell students that the winning team is not 
the most correct, but the team who has the most com-
pelling performance. This activity is a great way to re-
surge the energy in the classroom if  there is a lull. This 
example builds upon a synthesized literacy of  students’ 
embodied music making. Synthesized literacy not only 
includes performing rhythms but can also include 
composing rhythms. In order to demonstrate fluency 
in a symbol system, like music notation, writing in that 
system is an important step in learning. Once students 
have experiences with rhythmic vocabulary and their 
rhythmic solfège system, they are more able to read in 
that system, and eventually they can compose rhythms.  

Synthesized Literacy: Rhythm Origami (individual/small group)
Composing can be one of  the more difficult national 

standards to incorporate into a lesson. When I devel-
oped this activity, students had so much fun, they ended 
up extending “Rhythm Origami” into more advanced 
composing by incorporating melody and even harmo-
ny. 

For this activity, the teacher distributes a blank sheet 
of  paper to every student. Instruct the students to fold 
the paper into either eight or sixteen squares. An easy 
way to achieve this is to tell students to fold their pa-
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per “hamburger style” then “hotdog style” and then 
“hamburger style” again for eight squares. Add a final 
“hotdog style” fold for sixteen squares. Once students 
have their sixteen-square grid, limit students to choose 
specific rhythmic elements that equal one beat. For ex-
ample, students can only choose a quarter note, quar-
ter rest, or paired eighth notes. It is important to be 
mindful to diversify the meters. This activity can also 
be used for triple meters using combinations that equal 
one beat in a compound meter (e.g., quarter-eighth, 
dotted-quarter, eighth-quarter, eighth-eighth-eighth). 
The students then write one rhythmic element in each 
box. To extend this activity, have students perform their 
compositions for each other in class, then trade papers 
and perform their friends’ rhythms. This is a great way 
to involve social interaction and movement while al-
lowing students the chance to practice composing and 
performing rhythms in a low-stakes environment.

Playing in the Melodic Domain

Aural Literacy: Intervals and Audiation
Teachers commonly use interval drills when building 

literacy skills. When I started teaching, my approach to 
teaching intervals was by rote. Valerio et al. assert that 
young musicians develop aural literacy by first accul-
turating themselves to a variety of  sounds.25 For exam-
ple, atonal music might be jarring to a newcomer until 
they spend more time listening to and gaining famil-
iarity with the genre. Luckily, many elementary music 
teachers skillfully acculturate their students to many 
sounds. The Interval Song26 can be taught by rote to prac-
tice diatonic intervals. Then, teachers might practice 
audiating different tonal patterns with their students. 
Gordon coined the term audiation to describe a person’s 
ability to comprehend musical elements in their heads 
without verbalizing or physicalizing those elements.27 
To practice this skill, teachers could show spatially ori-
ented Curwen hand signs to their students and have 
them repeat the patterns back. Consider limiting the 
pitches to support specific tonal goals. For instance, if  a 
choir is singing a pentatonic folk song arrangement, the 
teacher might do some audiation exercises using only 
pentatonic tonal patterns. Eventually, students can lead 
these drills and practice with each other. 

Visual Literacy: “Name That Tune!” and “Who’s That 
_____?”

Many teachers begin with a bell ringer or a simple 
task for students to do when they enter the classroom. 
These can be used to refine musical skills or encourage 
social music making. When less advanced students dis-
play difficulty visually tracking melodies in sheet music, 
use “Name That Tune!” as a bell ringer to gauge their 
processes for decoding musical notation. For this activ-
ity, the teacher displays the notation of  a recognizable 
tune, for example, “Somewhere Over the Rainbow.” 
Students must figure out the tune by looking at the 
notation without help from the teacher or any instru-
ments. Teachers can walk around the room to see what 
approach students take to solve the riddle. Oftentimes, 
students intuit the contour of  the melody until they 
recognize the song. Once I realized how my students 
perceived the function of  music notation, I could build 
upon that knowledge. 

If  teachers want to isolate specific notational ele-
ments, they might use the game “Who’s that _____?” 
Many of  my students liked Anime and the show 
Pokémon. Before the commercial breaks in Pokémon, the 
show displayed a silhouette of  a Pokémon and had 
viewers guess “Who’s that Pokémon?” For this activi-
ty, teachers can use this Pokémon background image 
(or any popular background image) and replace the sil-
houette with a musical element for students to identify. 
For example, a symbol from the International Phonetic 
Alphabet or a series of  notated perfect fourths; ask stu-
dents “Who’s That Vowel?” or “Who’s That Interval?” 
Though students might think the activity is silly, they 
will appreciate the effort to relate to their interests.

Synthesized Literacy: Musical Spelling Bee (full class)
If  composing rhythms is an example of  synthesized 

literacy, then composing tonal patterns develops this 
literacy as well. But familiarity with notating pitches 
on a staff is a good skill to practice before composing 
melodies on sheet music. Teachers can use a collabora-
tive game for students to practice notating music on the 
grand staff. The game “Musical Spelling Bee” requires 
teachers to divide students into small groups. I usually 
grouped students in fours. My classroom had a long 
whiteboard with staves running along their lengths. I 
put different clefs (treble, bass, perhaps alto, but my 
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students never needed to read the alto clef) on each 
line and assign each team a section of  the board. Stu-
dents made a single-file line in their teams and lined up 
parallel to each other with the teacher at the front of  
the lines. Using a list of  words that can be spelled with 
the musical alphabet (e.g., cabbage), the first student in 
each group is given the same word to spell. Students 
run to the whiteboard to notate the word on the staff. 
When they finish, they run back to the next student in 
their team to give them their marker, like a relay baton. 

The next student in the line gets the second word on 
the list, and so on, until the game is finished. The first 
team to correctly transcribe all the words, WINS! Af-
ter this exercise, the students sing the various words on 
solfège to practice connecting notation to sound, even 
though these words are rarely idiomatic to sing. One 
possible adaptation of  this activity is singing tonal pat-
terns instead of  using words and have the students run 
to the board and transcribe the patterns. This process 
of  transcribing tonal patterns is better to demonstrate 
melodic dictation and can allow tonal practice if  the 
teacher has the class sing the patterns. Once students 
understand some melodic formal structures, they can 
assemble these tonal patterns into a melody. 

Synthesized Literacy: Melodic Conversations 
(individuals/small groups)

Once students have familiarity with notating pitches 
on the staff and connecting them to sound in their in-
ner ear, they can more intentionally begin composing 
music. Introducing this process as a game builds com-
position from “sound before sight.” My undergraduate 
music education professor used to have my class have 
“rhythmic conversations” with each other to practice 
improvising rhythmic patterns. I adapted this activity 
to melodic patterns. For example, the teacher starts this 
activity singing a four-measure musical question that ends 
on the fifth scale degree to the whole class. The stu-
dents all respond at the same time with a musical answer 
that ends on the tonic. This way students can exper-
iment with improvising without feeling any pressure 
from their peers or the teacher. 

Teachers might suggest that a musical answer starts 
the same as the question but changes at the end to go 
to the tonic. Students can sing these conversations on 
solfège or any other tonal system. In language classes, 

students are frequently taught that they should restate 
the question to provide an answer in a complete sen-
tence, so this syntactic form is likely familiar to them. 
Eventually, students will be able to have these conversa-
tions in pairs where they can ask questions and answers 
before finding a new partner. Combining this activity 
with the notational experiences from “Musical Spelling 
Bee” can help students toward notating these conversa-
tions of  the staff to create melodic compositions. 

Playing in the Harmonic Domain

Aural Literacy: Chord Drills
Harmonic activities are inherently collaborative and 

cooperative because they require multiple pitches si-
multaneously. Teachers can use chord drills to develop 
an aural literacy of  harmony. Similar to melodic drills, 
building an aural literacy of  harmony benefits from a 
“sound before sight” approach. Jacob Collier is an ex-
cellent model for teachers to lead students through har-
monic progressions. He surprised the audience during 
a concert at the 2023 American Choir Directors As-
sociation Conference when he entered the stage and 
assigned sections of  the audience various pitches in a 
chord.28 He would point at different sections and cue 
them to move up or down by semitone, giving the au-
dience the opportunity to experience harmony in real 
time. 

These activities can be effective for tuning chords, 
unifying vowels, and engaging creativity, especially 
when students take the lead. Once students gain fa-
miliarity with chords, teachers might teach them func-
tional harmonies by rote. For example, teaching them 
that a I-chord in major is sung as “Do Mi Sol” and 
a IV-chord is “Fa La Do.” This can prep students for 
connecting aural literacy to visual literacy because they 
can understand how various solfège constitutes differ-
ent chords.

Visual Literacy: Among Us
The game “Among Us” became popular with my 

students during 2020. In the game, players assume the 
role of  either a crew member or an imposter, leading 
the players through a social deduction scenario where 
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IV, V) for major songs. This is a kind of  extension of  
focused listening but involves students harmonizing 
with chords where they hear a change. After rehearsing 
what their harmonies might be, the teacher might have 
students share with the class and have the class agree 
on one harmonization. The teacher should explain 
that any time the chord root is Do, it is a I chord, and 
so on. Students can then practice singing in harmo-
ny underneath the folk song. The teacher might hold 
up 1 finger for a tonic chord, 4 fingers for a sub-dom-
inant chord, and 5 for a dominant chord to help stu-
dents track the progression. Once students understand 
how these harmonies fit with melodies, they can extend 
the practice to melodies that they have composed. For 
example, ask students to write a musical question that 
ends on Sol and harmonized by a V chord. Then they 
can write a musical answer ending the song on Do and 
harmonized by a I chord. They can sing through their 
song and fill out harmonies using the same process as 
with the folk songs.  

Conclusion
Music literacy and sight singing are challenging ac-

tivities. Students often get frustrated and disengage, 
and teachers rationalize boredom by emphasizing mu-
sic literacy’s importance to being a well-rounded mu-
sician. A play-based approach to music literacy builds 
on students’ social motivations. Furthermore, breaking 
music literacy down into smaller components like au-
ral, visual, and synthesized literacy can help teachers 
diagnose and address where students need more prac-
tice. Applying these literacies to the musical domains 
of  rhythm, melody, and harmony gives teachers an op-
portunity to scaffold skills in ways that allow more op-
portunities for student success. Finally, prioritizing play 
and games reduces the stakes of  learning skills and bol-
sters the ensemble’s opportunities to build community. 

By weaving play and games into choral rehearsals, 
educators not only spark joy and creativity but also 
deepen musical understanding, proving that learning 
and fun can—and should—go hand in hand. When 
teachers embrace play as a serious strategy for music 
literacy, they empower students to take risks, stay en-
gaged, and discover their musicianship in ways that are 
both meaningful and memorable. 

crew members need to identify the imposters. In this 
concept, students find an imposter in harmonic nota-
tion. To start, display an image that has five chords. 
Four of  them are the same chord (e.g., C Major in var-
ious inversions, on different clefs, or a broken chord 
instead of  a stacked chord) while one is something dif-
ferent (e.g., a G major chord). Students must identify 
which option is the imposter and explain why. Having 
students explain their choices helps mitigate random 
guesses. To differentiate the images, consider putting 
a differently colored border around each image so that 
students can choose the “Blue” or the “Yellow” image 
as the imposter. Sequentially numbering each image is 
a second option that will increase accessibility for stu-
dents with colorblindness.

Synthesized Literacy: Focused Listening (full class)
Many students listen to popular music but pay little 

attention to musical components of  the music except 
for melody and lyrics.29 Therefore, focusing students’ 
listening to other components of  familiar music can 
build harmonic literacy. For example, the teacher can 
pick a familiar song and ask students to try and vocalize 
the bass line or the guitar part. As students direct their 
ears, they can become more aware of  different layers 
of  music. The teacher can divide the class into differ-
ent groups and assign different musical components to 
listen to. Limit the song to just one verse or chorus; this 
way, once students have workshopped their individual 
parts, they can combine them to perform an arrange-
ment of  the chosen song.

Synthesized Literacy: Harmonizing melodic compositions 
(individuals/small groups)

If  students have some experiences writing melodies, 
perhaps from some of  the aforementioned activities, 
they might consider harmonizing those melodies with 
chord roots or full chords. To facilitate learning this 
skill, teachers might sing some simple folk songs that 
can be harmonized with a few chords (e.g., “Twinkle 
Twinkle Little Star” or “Hot Cross Buns”) and see 
if  students can harmonize the song by singing chord 
roots. Consider encouraging students to be “verbal 
processors” and sing their chord roots out loud to see 
if  they work. 

Start by limiting their options to Do, Fa, or Sol (I, 

From Groans to Grins: A Play-Based Approach to Teaching Music Literacy



14      CHORAL JOURNAL  October 2025              					      Volume 66  Number 3

NOTES

 1 Julie Derges Kastner and Saleel Menon, “Popular Music 
in Choir: Helping Students ‘Find Their Voices,’” Music 
Educators Journal 106, no. 1 (2019): 48–54.

 2 Kathryn Marsh and Susan Young, “Musical Play,” in The 
Child as Musician: A Handbook of  Musical Development ed. Gary 
E. McPherson (Oxford University Press, 2006): 289–310.

 3 Allison Renee Fojo, “Constructivism in Choral Music Ed-
ucation: Supplemental Activities for the Traditional 
Choral Ensemble” Graduate Thesis Collection (Butler Uni-
versity, 2021): 539, https://digitalcommons.butler.edu/
grtheses/539.

 4  Kathryn Marsh and Susan Young, “Music Play,” 462.
 5  Kathryn Marsh and Susan Young, “Music Play,” 462.
 6 Andrew Burn and Julia Bishop, “Reasons for Rhythm: Mul-

timodal Perspectives on Musical Play,” in Children, Media 
and Playground Cultures (Palgrave MacMillan, 2013).

 7 Susan Young, “Collaboration Between 3-and 4-year-olds in 
Self-initiated Play on Instruments,” International Journal of  
Educational Research 47, no. 1 (2008): 3–10. 

 8 Lisa Huisman Koops, “The Enjoyment Cycle: A Phenome-
nology of  Musical Enjoyment of  4- to 7-year-olds During 
Musical Play,” Journal of  Research in Music Education 65, no. 
3 (2017): 373.

 9 Amanda Niland, “The Power of  Musical Play: The Val-
ue of  Play-based, Child-centered Curriculum in Early 
Childhood Music Education,” General Music Today 23, no. 
1 (2009): 17–21.

10 Jay P. Mabini, “Comparative Analysis of  Kodály, Suzuki, 
Dalcroze, Orff, and Gordon Music Learning Theory 
in Early Childhood Music Education: A Literature Re-
view,” International Journal of  Research Publication 150, no. 1 
(2024): 956–67.

11 Sermin Bilen, “The Effect of  Cooperative Learning on 
the Ability of  Prospect of  Music Teachers to Apply 
Orff-Schulwerk Activities,” Procedia-Social and Behavioral 
Sciences 2, no. 2 (2010): 4872–7; Marja-Leena Juntunen 
and Heidi Westerlund, “The Legacy of  Music Education 
Methods in Teacher Education: The Metanarrative of  
Dalcroze Eurhythmics as a Case,” Research Studies in Music 
Education 33, no. 1 (2011): 47–58. 

12 Louise Giselle Ban, “Problems and Solutions in Adapting 
the Kodály Method for Use in Australia,” PhD diss., 
(University of  Sydney, 1976); Xiao Chen Liu, I. Ta 
Wang, and Kwan Yie Wong, “The Effectiveness of  Su-

zuki Piano Teaching Method in Adult Beginner Piano 
Class,” International Journal of  Academic Research in Business 
and Social Sciences 12, no. 5 (2022): 118–130. 

13 https://nafme.org/publications-resources/standards/
14 Edward P. Asmus Jr, “Music Teaching and Music Literacy,” 

Journal of  Music Teacher Education 13, no. 2 (2004): 6–8. 
15 Paul Broomhead, “A New Definition of  Music Literacy: 

What, Why, and How?” Music Educators Journal 107, no. 
3 (2021): 15–21.

16 Julie Derges Kastner and Saleel Menon, “Popular Music 
in Choir.”

17 Edwin Gordon, The Aural/Visual Experience of  Music Literacy: 
Reading and Writing Music Notation (Boydell & Brewer Ltd, 
2004), 9.

18 Suzanne L. Burton and Cynthia Crump Taggart, eds., “Lan-
guage Acquisition: A Lens on Music Learning” in Learning 
from Young Children: Research in Early Childhood Music (Blooms-
bury Publishing, 2011): 23–38.

19 Suzanne L. Burton, “Making Music Mine: The Develop-
ment of  Rhythmic Literacy,” Music Education Research 19, 
no. 2 (2017): 133–42.

20 Laura Dunbar and Shelly Cooper, “Speaking the Same Lan-
guage: How the Kodály Method Promotes Disciplinary 
Literacy,” General Music Today 34, no. 1 (2020): 14–20.

21 Wendy H. Valerio, Alison Reynolds, Beth Bolton, Cynthia 
Taggart, Edwin E. Gordon, Music Play: The Early Mu-
sic Curriculum Guide for Parents, Teachers, and Caregivers (GIA 
Publications, 1998).

22 Edwin Gordon, The Aural/Visual Experience of  Music Literacy.
23 Edwin Gordon, The Aural/Visual Experience of  Music Literacy.
24 For example, see https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=Q7ALZOSS7Fw.
25 Wendy H. Valerio, et al., “Music Play.”
26 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EejkPYMPUp4 
27 Edwin Gordon, The Aural/Visual Experience of  Music Literacy.
28 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PxHFJYa4QI4
29  Julie Derges Kastner and Saleel Menon, “Popular Music 

in Choir.”

From Groans to Grins: A Play-Based Approach to Teaching Music Literacy



Phyllis Merritt   
(1939-2025)

Phyllis Merritt, past president of  ACDA Southern 
Region and Florida ACDA, passed away on Sunday, 
August 3, 2025. After receiving a bachelor’s in music 
education from East Tennessee State University, she 
taught elementary music in Kingsport, Tennessee, 
before moving to Florida, where she taught elemen-
tary, junior high, and high school choral music. She 
also served as choir director in several churches. Phyl-
lis completed her master’s of  music education at the 
Florida State University in 1972.

During her teaching career, she conducted honors 
and all-state choruses throughout the United States. 
Eight choirs under her direction performed for the 
state, regional, and national ACDA conferences, 
and three choirs made adjudicated European tours. 
She was chosen as Teacher of  the Year for Okaloosa 
and Escambia counties as well as for Niceville High 
School, Meigs Junior High School, and Escambia 
High School. She was also honored as an Outstand-
ing Secondary Educator of  America in 1975.

She was recognized with the Southern ACDA Re-
gion Award for Excellence in the Choral Arts, the 
Florida ACDA Wayne Hugoboom Distinguished 
Service Award, and as a Distinguished Alumna in the 
Arts from East Tennessee State University.

After thirty years of  teaching in public schools, 
Phyllis retired from Niceville High School in 1990. 
She remained sought after as an adjudicator, con-
ductor, and clinician. In 2003, The Phyllis Merritt 
Singers was founded, bringing together singers and 
musicians from school and church choirs directed by 
Phyllis over the years. In addition to community con-
certs, they performed at the Pentagon, the National 
Holocaust Memorial, the United States Capitol, and 
the Biltmore Estate.

Phyllis inspired generations of  singers, conductors, 
and educators through her leadership of  school and 
worship choirs, leaving an impressive lineage of  stu-
dents, colleagues, and friends who carry on her legacy 
in song.
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The Life and 
Choral Works 

of Jester Hairston
M I C A H  B L A N D

“He has shown thousands, if  not 
millions of  people, that music is love.”1

		  –Eugene Thamon Simpson

The years 2025 and 2026 mark two significant anniversaries for actor, singer, 
arranger, composer, and choral director Jester Hairston: the 125th anniversary of  

his birth (July 9, 1901) and 25th anniversary of  his death (January 18, 2000). Over 
the course of  his lifetime, he was revered by many in the industry, earning 

numerous awards, including a star on the Hollywood Walk of  Fame, multiple 
honorary doctorates,2 and he is the only known individual to have an 

ACDA National Convention dedicated in their honor (March 11, 1989).3

In the preface of  his book, Way Over in Beulah Lan’, ACDA Past 
President André Thomas noted Hairston’s significant impact on his 

perception and interest in the spiritual genre.4 Additionally, Donald 
Neuen mentioned Hairston’s influence in his 2023 Robert Shaw 

Choral Award acceptance speech, noting that “[Hairston] 
taught me how to feel the ‘inside’ of  the Spiritual.”5 Although 

choral directors from earlier generations likely recall 
Hairston with great fondness and respect, many today 

may be unfamiliar or only faintly acquainted with 
Hairston’s life and works. In addition, academic 

literature concerning Hairston’s published works 
is sparse. This article will reintroduce the choral 

community to Jester Hairston through an 
overview of  his life, published oeuvre, and 

discussion of  selected works. 
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Biographical Overview
Jester Hairston was born in Belews Creek, North 

Carolina, on July 9, 1901. The family moved to Home-
stead, Pennsylvania, in 1902 following the death 
of  his father, and he was raised by his mother and 
grandmother. Hairston’s first exposure to the spiritual 
genre—which would later become the focus of  his ca-
reer—occurred in the evenings when his grandmother 
would sit in the yard with her friends singing spirituals 
and sharing stories about their time in slavery.6 

Hairston’s musical training began in primary school, 
where he learned to read music by the fourth grade.7 In 
addition to music, Hairston was a skilled football and 
basketball player. Due to the racial prejudices of  the 
era, however, he was not permitted to play for most 
universities in his home state. As a result, Hairston en-
rolled at Amherst College in 1920, where he majored 
in agriculture, played quarterback for the school’s foot-
ball team, and sang in the glee club. 

Financial struggles plagued Hairston throughout his 
collegiate pursuits, requiring him to frequently pause 
his academic endeavors. During his stints in and out 
of  college, he began taking private voice lessons with 
Vincent Hubbard.8 In 1927 he enrolled in the music 
program at Tufts University with Professor Leo Rich 
Lewis, made possible in part by a loan from Anna Lau-
ra Kidder, whom he met through a mutual friend.9 In 
total, it took Hairston nearly ten years to complete his 
undergraduate degree.

After graduating from Tufts in 1929, Hairston 
moved to New York City and soon joined the Hall 
Johnson Choir. Early on, Hairston requested to serve 
as Johnson’s assistant conductor; however, Johnson 
did not believe Hairston possessed the required musi-
cal training to serve in this capacity and provided him 
with additional training and mentorship. Every day, for 
about two years, Hairston rehearsed a group of  sixteen 
to eighteen friends in Johnson’s home as Johnson ob-
served and provided constructive feedback.10 Toward 
the end of  this training, the Hall Johnson Choir was 
hired to perform weekly on the Maxwell House Radio 
Show. Because Johnson and the choir were preparing to 
leave on tour, he informed the program that he would 
send his assistant conductor, Hairston, with an ensem-
ble. During this thirteen-week residency, Hairston’s 
skills were put to the test, as he was required to pro-

duce a new choral arrangement each week.11 Following 
the experience, Hairston realized a need for addition-
al training and enrolled in the Juilliard Conservatory 
from October 1932 to January 1933.12 

In 1936 the Hall Johnson Choir was hired as the on-
screen talent for the Warner Brothers film, The Green 
Pastures, leading Hairston and the ensemble to Holly-
wood, California. During their seven-year residency, 
the choir was hired for thirty projects, including the 
Oscar-nominated film Lost Horizon (1937) with music 
by famed Russian composer Dimitri Tiomkin.13 For 
this film, Hairston assumed leadership of  the ensemble 
as Johnson took ill.14 Impressed by his work, Tiomkin 
told Hairston, “If  I do another picture in Hollywood, I 
want you to be my conductor and arranger.”15 In 1943 
the Hall Johnson choir returned to New York, and 
Hairston remained in Hollywood to pursue a career in 
film music. 

During the 1940s and 1950s, Hairston’s career be-
gan to flourish as a choral conductor, arranger, and 
actor in film. Tiomkin was true to his word and hired 
Hairston on most all his films that utilized a chorus. 
During these decades, Hairston is known to have 
worked on sixty-eight films as a musician with both 
Tiomkin and other prominent composers of  the era.16 

Possibly Hairston’s most significant contribution to film 
music occurred in 1944 when he established the first 
known integrated film choir in Hollywood.17

In 1949, Hairston began a collaboration with Walter 
Schumann (1913–1958) and his ensemble, The Voices 
of  Walter Schumann. Through this partnership, Hair-
ston met David Lawson, who invited him to lead a ten-
day high school choral festival at College of  the Pacific 
(now University of  the Pacific). Following the event, 
teachers wrote to Hairston inquiring how they could 
purchase his arrangements. Learning of  the interest 
in Hairston’s songs, Schumann encouraged and man-
aged the publishing of  Hairston’s works with a “gen-
tlemen’s agreement” that Hairston would not publish 
with anyone else.18 Throughout the 1950s, Hairston’s 
works grew in popularity, leading to guest appearances 
throughout the states. 

Hairston received his first major acting role in The 
Alamo (1960), starring alongside John Wayne and Rich-
ard Widmark. His popularity in the entertainment in-
dustry and skill as a musician caught the eye of  the U. S. 
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State Department, and he was sent throughout the 
world as a Goodwill Ambassador, leading choirs and 
teaching them about the spiritual genre. Between 1986 
and 1991, Hairston regularly appeared in the television 
sitcom Amen as elderly church member, Rolly Forbes. 
During the later part of  the twentieth century, Hairston 
continued to appear in film and television as an actor 
and toured throughout the world working with choirs 
until his death on January 18, 2000.19	  

Overview of  Published Works
As of  the release of  this article, fifty-four of  Hair-

ston’s published works are still available for purchase 
(Table 1 on the next four pages). Table 2 on page 24 
lists additional published works by Hairston that have 
been discontinued and are no longer available. Table 
3 on pages 24 and 25 identifies arrangements of  his 
original works by other composers. Due to the limit-
ed access of  Hairston’s discontinued works, this article 
provides an overview of  Hairston’s fifty-four available 
works, with attention given to six selected works.20 

Although Hairston released a few works during the 
1940s in conjunction with his film career, his publish-
ing endeavors did not fully take off until he met Walter 
Schumann in 1949. Between 1950 and 1960, Hairston 

published a total of  thir-
ty-eight works, a staggering 
72 percent of  his currently 
available oeuvre. The re-
maining fifteen works were 
published during a twenty-
six-year period from 1961 
to 1987. An explanation 
for Hairston’s concentrated 
publishing activity during 
the 1950s is unknown. Two 
possible explanations may be 
inferred, however. First, hav-
ing arranged music since the 
1930s, Hairston likely had a 
large catalog of  unpublished 
works ready for release. Ev-
idence for this can be ob-
served in the fact that he 
published thirteen works be-

tween 1950 and 1952. Second, Hairston possibly limit-
ed his publishing activity after 1960 due to his increased 
activities as a clinician, appearances as an actor in more 
prominent film and television roles, and the death of  
Schumann.

As a composer, Hairston was known for his arrange-
ments of  spirituals. Not surprisingly, twenty-seven (51%) 
of  Hairston’s published works are representative of  the 
spiritual genre. Hairston’s emphasis on the spiritual re-
sults, in part, to most of  his works being arrangements 
(70%), unaccompanied (75%), and based on a sacred 
text (81%).

Possibly the most interesting feature of  Hairston’s 
published choral works can be observed in his affinity 
for divisi soprano and SSATB voicing. Table 4 on page 
25  lists the various ensemble voicings utilized by Hair-
ston. Twenty of  his works incorporate SSATB voicing, 
with almost two-thirds of  his works utilizing divisi so-
prano. In contrast to this soprano divisi, Hairston rare-
ly divides the altos or tenors with only five and twelve 
works, respectively. Hairston also favors the mixed cho-
rus, with all but one of  his works published for this voic-
ing. Alternative voicings (SAB, SSA, SSAA, and TTBB) 
are available for select works and listed in Table 1 on 
pages 20-23.

Reasons for Hairston’s preference of  soprano divisi 

Jester Hairston and Dimitri Tiomkin leading an integrated Hollywood film choir. Photo courtesy of  dimitritiomkin.com.
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The Life and Choral Works of Jester HairstonTable 1. Jester Hairston’s Published Works

Title Year 
Published Voicing Instrumentation Additional Notes

Amen 1957 SATB, solo; SAB; SSA; 
TTBB

Unaccompanied

Angels Rolled De Stone Away 1960 SSATB; TTBB Piano Easter spiritual

Christmas Gift 1955 SSATBB opt solo; 
SAB

Piano

Christmas in de Tropics 1970 SSATBB, solo Unaccompanied	

Crucifixion 1952 SAATTBB Unaccompanied

Deep River 1951 SATTBB, alto solo Unaccompanied	

Dis Ol’ Hammer 1957 SSATB Unaccompanied

Dis Train 1954 SSATB Unaccompanied

Don’t Be Weary Traveler 1955 SSATB Unaccompanied

Elijah Rock 1955 SSATB; SSA Unaccompanied

Free at Last 1960 SSATB Unaccompanied Arranged by Hairston and 
Harry Robert Wilson

Give Me Jesus 1960 SATB, soprano solo Piano Arranged by Hairston and 
Harry Robert Wilson

Go Down in de Lonesome Valley 1965 SSAATBB Unaccompanied

Go Tell it on the Mountains 1967 SSATB Unaccompanied

God’s Gonna Buil’ up Zion’s Wall 1960 SSATB Unaccompanied Cover page indicates the 
work was arranged by both 
Hairston and Harry Robert 
Wilson. However, Wilson’s 
name is not included with 
Hairston’s on the first page 
of music.
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Goin’ Down Dat Lonesome Road 1965 SSATB Unaccompanied Tenor solo listed on cover 
page. However, a solo is 
not indicated in the score.

Goodbye Song 1967 SATB Piano

Gossip, Gossip 1959 SSATB Piano Original composition 
by Hairston and 
Betty Hall Jones.

Great God A’mighty 1959 SSATBB; TTBB Unaccompanied

Hand Me Down 1951 SATB Unaccompanied

Hold My Mule While I Dance Josey 1960 SSATB Unaccompanied 
with optional 
piano

Includes body percussion

Hold On 1955 SSATTBB, solo Unaccompanied

Home in dat Rock 1957 SSAATB, alto solo 
and narrator

Piano Theme and variation form

I Can Tell the World 1959 SATB Unaccompanied

I Want Jesus 1958 SATB Unaccompanied

In Dat Great Gittin’ Up Mornin’ 1952 SATBB, tenor solo; 
SSA TTBB

Unaccompanied

It’s All Over Me 1952 SATTBB, alto solo Unaccompanied

Joshua Fit De Battle of Jericho 1952 SSAATTBB Unaccompanied

Let the Church Roll On 1978 SATB, solo; SSAA Unaccompanied

Continued on the next page
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The Life and Choral Works of Jester Hairston
Title Year 

Published Voicing Instrumentation Additional Notes

Live-A-Humble 1955 SSATBB Unaccompanied

Lord, I Don’t Feel Noways Tired 1987 SATB, tenor solo Unaccompanied

Mary, Mary, Where is Your Baby? 1950 SSATB Unaccompanied Described by Hariston as an 
original spiritual.

Mary’s Little Boy Chile 1956 SSATTB, solo Piano Described as an original 
Christmas spiritual based on 
West-Indian Rhythms.

Negro Spirituals & Folk Songs 1960 SATB (divisi) Piano and 
Unaccompanied

Includes sixteen arrange-
ments by Hairston and Harry 
Robert Wilson.

No Ne Li Domi 
(You Can’t Dance with Me)

1971 TTBB Unaccompanied Words and Music by
J.M.T. Dosoo and Hairston

Oh, Holy Lord 1950 SATTBB; SSAA Unaccompanied

Oh, Rocka My Soul 1950 SSATTBB Unaccompanied

Our Troubles Was Hard 1961 SSATB, opt. tenor solo Unaccompanied

Poor Man Lazrus 1950 SATB; SSA; TTBB Unaccompanied

Ring de Christmas Bells 1972 SSATB, solo Piano

Rise Up, Shepherd, and Foller 1974 SATB Unaccompanied

Sakura, Sakura/
Song of the Cherry Blossoms

1959 SSAATBB/SSA Piano No indication is given that 
the piano is for rehearsal 
only, even though it directly 
doubles the voices through-
out. In a video recording 
of Hairston conducting the 
work, the piano is used.

Table 1 continued
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Scandalized My Name 1959 SSATB Unaccompanied

Sometimes I Feel Like a 
Motherless Chile

1952 SSATTBB, soprano 
solo

Unaccompanied

Steal Away 1951 SATTBB Unaccompanied

Swing A Lady Gum-Pum 1956 SSATB Unaccompanied The soprano 2 part is 
identified and included on 
the alto line.

Tataleo 1971 SATB, short spoken 
solo

Unaccompanied Song in “Ga” language 
from Ghana, West Africa. 
Composed by Hairston and 
Ishmael Adams.

That Old House is Ha’nted 1970 SSATB, solo Piano

Two Encores 
(1. Sittin’ Round the Fire; 
2. Uncle Johnny’s Mule)

1968 SSATB Unaccompanied Imitates barbershop 
harmony style

We’re Goin’ To That Ball 1967 SSATB Piano

What Kind O’ Shoes You Gonna 
Wear

1959 SSATBB Unaccompanied

Who’ll Be a Witness for My Lord? 1957 SSATB Unaccompanied	

Wonderful Counselor 1952 SSATTBB, solo Unaccompanied

You Better Mind 1960 SSATB Piano This work is also included in 
Spirituals and Folk Songs
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Table 2. Discontinued Works by Hairston (Not accounted for in the analysis of Hairston’s music)

Title Year Published Voicing Instrumentation

Band of Angels 1940 SATB Unaccompanied

Faith Unlocks the Door SATB

He’s Gone Away SSA

I’ll Take Sugar in My Coffee-O 1975 SATB, opt. soprano solo Piano

I’m a Travelin’ Man 1963 SATB, baritone solo

Lay Yo’ Head in De Winduh, Jesus

Little David, Play on Your Harp 1976 SSAATB Unaccompanied

Long John Done Gone SSATB, baritone solo Unaccompanied

Pay Me My Money Down SA Piano

The Song of the Trolley

Wade in de Water 1950 SATB Unaccompanied

When I Was Sinkin’ Down 1977 3-part treble Unaccompanied

The Wolf and the Dog SA

Table 3. Arrangements of Hairston’s Works (Not accounted for in the analysis of Hairston’s music)

Title Arranger
Year 
Published

Publisher Voicing Instrumentation

Band of Angels Tom Fettke 2008 Jubilate Music Group SATB, SSA Piano, rhythm section 
(guitar, bass, drums)

The Life and Choral Works of Jester Hairston



CHORAL JOURNAL October 2025  					                                                             Volume 66  Number 3          25    

Continued from the previous page

Calypso Lullaby Joel Raney 2009 Hope Publishing Company SATB, SAB, 
Two-Part

Piano with optional 
flute, 3 octave hand-
bells, bass guitar, and 
percussion

The Christmas Spiritu-
als of Jester Hairston 

William Ryden 1988 Bourne Co. Two-part Piano

I’ll Take Sugar in My 
Coffee-O 
(discontinued)

Nathan Scott Alfred Music SATB

Mary’s Little Boy Child Valerie Shields 1996 Bourne Co. SSA Keyboard, 2 trumpets 
(or flutes) and optional 
string bass

Mary’s Little Boy Child Ed Lojeski 2008 Hal Leonard SATB, SAB, 
SSA

Piano, guitar, percus-
sion, and electric or 
string bass

Mary’s Little Boy Child Stan Bowsher Bourne Co. TTBB

Table 4. Ensemble Voicings in Hairston’s Published Choral Works

Voicing Number of Selections Voicing Number of Selections

SSATB 20 SSATTB 1

SATB 12 SSAATTBB 1

SSATBB 5 SAATTBB 1

SSATTBB 4 SSAATB 1

SATTBB 4 SATBB 1

SSAATBB 2 TTBB 1
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and limited alto/tenor divisi are unknown. Howev-
er, one explanation may stem from an awareness of  
high school ensemble needs during the era. As previ-
ously mentioned, Hairston initially started publishing 
his works after leading a ten-day high school festival 
at College of  the Pacific. He regularly returned each 
summer for this event and led other clinics with high 
school ensembles throughout the country. In choral en-
sembles, it is common to have an abundance of  treble 
voices and a lack of  tenor-bass voices, an issue that was 
also prevalent throughout Hairston’s career.21 Having 
regularly worked with high school students as a clini-
cian, it is possible that Hairston favored SSATB voicing 
to accommodate for this imbalance of  treble and ten-
or-bass voices. 

Selected Works
To demonstrate Hairston’s inspirational and compo-

sitional proclivities, six works were selected as a rep-
resentative survey of  Hairston’s published collection. 
They are divided into three categories: spiritual ar-
rangements (Elijah Rock and Hold On), Christmas (Mary’s 
Little Boy Chile and Christmas Gift), and folk/secular (No 
Ne Li Domi and Goin’ Down that Lonesome Road). The 
works were selected for their interesting musical fea-
tures, historical background, and serve as examples of  
Hairston’s interest in fictional narratives, sound effects, 
and diverse cultures. In addition, general information 
(voicing, instrumentation, duration, publisher, year of  
publication, and vocal ranges) as well as performance 
considerations are provided for each work to aid choral 
directors with repertoire selection and score study. 

To view a playlist with recordings and interviews, 
scan the QR code below or use the URL to find the 
playlist on YouTube. www.youtube.com/watch?v=V
xRtGXHxkiY&list=PLsyAGxXV7Z-GtCuL1IVp_
WyAJCqbfBetF

 

YouTube Playlist QR Code

Spiritual Arrangements

Elijah Rock
SSATB, unaccompanied
(Also available for SSA) 
Duration, 2:30
Bourne Co., 1955
Ranges

Elijah Rock is a highly popular spiritual that has been 
a thematic source for many arrangers throughout the 
past century. Considering its popularity, it is surpris-
ing to learn that Elijah Rock would have likely been lost 
to time if  not for the work of  Hall Johnson and Jester 
Hairston. 

In 1932, while serving as the assistant conductor of  
the Hall Johnson Choir, Hairston and Johnson were in-
formed by a chorus member of  a former enslaved man 
living in Keyport, New Jersey. According to the member, 
the elderly man could sing spirituals that “probably no 
one in the world [knew] anything about.”22 Recounting 
the story in his autobiography, Hairston wrote:

We went way down there one day to Key-
port, New Jersey and got down there about 9 
o’clock in the morning and played all day with 
his great, great grandchildren. There were so 
many of  them. That evening we got into his 
house. The room was so small and there were 
so many great grandchildren… They said, “If  
you ignore him, he might sing for you.” So I 
didn’t pay him any mind. I led his family all 
sittin’ around in these songs, … everything but 
a spiritual. After a while, he felt left out. So he 
hunched me in the ribs and said, “You boys 
know this song?” So I said, “What is it, sir?” 
And he sings, “Elijah Rock shout, shout. Elijah 
Rock.”23 

As the man sang, Hall Johnson quickly and discreetly 
notated the tune. Upon leaving, Johnson told Hairston, 
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“Jester, I believe we have a gem here.” 24 Both Hairston 
and Johnson later published arrangements of  the tune 
in 1955 and 1956, respectively.

Performance notes for the interpretation of  Elijah 
Rock were discussed by Tim Sharer in the September 
1979 issue of  the Choral Journal.25 It is interesting to 
note that Hairston originally intended the work to be 
“staged and lighted,” starting with the basses standing 
alone on a dimly lit stage.26 As the song progressed, ad-
ditional voice parts were to walk on stage as the lights 
increased in brightness. 

Additional performance suggestions include utiliz-
ing a “slow and methodical” tempo and avoiding a 
break between the words “shout, shout” (Figure 1).27 
The latter recommendation is curious, as all available 
recordings produced under Hairston’s supervision in-
corporate a subtle lift between these words. Reasons for 
this interpretive discrepancy are unknown. It is possi-
ble that Hairston’s tempo and rhythmic concerns stem 
from the arrangement produced by his mentor and col-
league, Hall Johnson, who notated a faster tempo and 
quarter note quarter rest pattern on the text in question 
(Figure 1). In Hairston’s interactions with ensembles, 
singers also familiar with Johnson’s arrangement may 
have unconsciously exaggerated a rhythmic break, 
leading Hairston to suggest these performance recom-
mendations.

 

Additionally, reasons for Hairston’s suggested “slow 
and methodical” tempo may stem from his use of  syn-
copation in Figure 1, which may encourage some en-
sembles to rush, as well as a response to Johnson’s use 
of  a faster tempo in his arrangement.

Hold On
SSATTBB, unaccompanied, solo
Duration, 2:35
Bourne Co., 1955
Ranges

Hairston was an exceptional storyteller, often creat-
ing fictional narratives to enhance his works. He stat-
ed, “Sometimes, I conjure up a situation and make an 
appropriate story to go along with the song if  I can’t 
find the authentic story.”28 By understanding Hairston’s 
fictional narrative, performers and audience are able to 
gain insight into the emotional and musical context of  
the work as envisioned by the composer. 

Hold On, for divisi mixed chorus, serves as one ex-
ample of  Hairston’s use of  fictional narrative. For this 
work, Hairston imagines a revival meeting in which a 
sinner sits on the mourner’s bench receiving prayer. 
During the service, a deaconess comes over and tells 
the sinner, 

The only way… that you’ll be able to reach 
heaven is to keep your hand on the plow… If  
you’re plowing with a plow in the field, and 
you hold on firmly to the handles, and press 
down hard, you get a straight furrow. But if  
you take one hand off that plow… that plow is 
gonna wiggle.29

In Hairston’s story, the plow symbolizes Jesus and a 
spiritual need to hold firmly to Him. 

Throughout the work, the melody is passed between 
the tenor and soprano, with the supporting voices ac-
centuating the melody through a rhythmic delay, enter-
ing on beat two. This rhythmic feature, in combination 
with Hairston’s use of  syncopation, gives the song a 
lurching effect, imitating the “wiggle” of  the plow. 

A solo is indicated in measure 5, occupying the ten-
or staff; however, there is no indication when the solo 
should end or what the remaining tenor section should 
sing. In a recording produced by Hairston, a group of  
tenors perform the solo, implying that it is optional.30 
If  utilizing a tenor solo, this author suggests ending the 
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solo in measure 21, with all the tenors joining the solo-
ist during each repetition of  the text, “Keep yo’ hand 
on de plow, Hold On.”

Christmas

Mary’s Little Boy Chile
SSATTB, piano, solo
Duration, 3:00
Bourne Co., 1956
Ranges

In addition to his spiritual arrangements, Hairston’s 
holiday songs are among his most popular, particularly 
Mary’s Little Boy Chile. Subtitled, “Calypso Christmas,” 
the work is described as “an original Christmas Spiri-
tual based on West-Indian Rhythms.”31 Initially titled 
“He Pone and Chocolate Tea” (cornbread and choco-
late tea), the song was composed as a birthday gift for 
a friend from the West Indies.32 In 1954, Hairston re-
vised the tune, recording it with The Voices of  Walter 
Schumann under the title Calypso Christmas. The choral 
octavo for Mary’s Little Boy Chile was published two years 
later in 1956 and was soon recorded and released by 
Harry Belafonte in December the same year. Initially, 
Hairston was not credited by Belafonte for the work. 
This oversight was quickly cleared up in court.33 Solo 
variations have since been recorded by several other 
artists, most notably Harry Connick Jr., Tom Jones, 
John Denver, and Boney M., making it possibly his 
most recognizable original composition. 

Interestingly, the original 1954 Voices of  Walter 
Schumann recording is accompanied by a flute, bells, 
and percussion. Alternatively, the published choral oc-
tavo and a later recording produced by Hairston are 
limited to piano accompaniment. The variation in 
these recordings may suggest flexibility with the instru-
mentation of  Hairston’s published works, further sup-
ported by similar discrepancies discussed later in the 
article (Christmas Gift and Goin’ Down Dat Lonesome Road). 

Recordings of  Mary’s Little Boy Chile, featuring Hairston 
as soloist, can be found on YouTube or accessed using 
the QR code on page 26.34

Mary’s Little Boy Chile is of  moderate difficulty, utiliz-
ing lively syncopated rhythms, and relies heavily on the 
use of  a soloist. The method used for notating the solo 
may be challenging for some singers, as the second and 
third verses are notated separately on the final page of  
the octavo. The work is accessible to most high school 
ensembles capable of  the divisi, as the music is high-
ly repetitive, with the chorus singing only two motives 
comprising a verse and chorus. Although accessible, 
the work’s greatest challenge is its use of  syncopation. 
During each chorus, the choir performs two measures 
of  music entirely on the off-beat (Figure 2). Accord-
ing to Hairston, while leading a choir in Madagascar, 
the song’s rhythm proved to be a challenge. During the 
dress rehearsal, the ensemble continually performed 
the rhythm incorrectly, to which Hariston informed 
them that he would stop and rehearse the mistake in 
front of  the audience if  it were incorrect during the 
performance. Hairston was true to his word, stopping 
the concert to correct the rhythm.35

Christmas Gift
SSATBB, piano, optional tenor solo
(Also available for SAB)
Duration, 2:30
Bourne Co., 1955
Ranges

Christmas Gift for divisi mixed chorus and piano, is an 
original holiday song with words and music by Hair-
ston and serves as a second example of  his interest and 
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aptitude for storytelling. Upon reading the text, one 
might find the work to be self-centered and narcissistic. 

Christmas Gift, hand it here!
Christmas Gift, won’t you hand it here!
Christmas Gift, hand it here!
I said it first so now hand it here!

However, this negative perception is quickly dis-
missed once the reader understands the traditional hol-
iday game that inspired the work. According to Hair-
ston, early Christmas morning one friend would knock 
on the door of  another friend’s house and then quickly 
hide. Upon opening the door, the hidden friend would 
jump out and the two friends would race to exclaim, 
“Christmas gift!” The friend who said it last would then 
have to give the other a small gift.36 Hence the phrase, 
“I said it first so now hand it here!” Anecdotally, Hair-
ston noted that an individual would sometimes knock 
on the front door and then sneak in through another 
entrance to surprise their friend from behind to win 
the game.37

Composed in the style of  jazz, the work is structured 
in a repetitive verse-chorus form. The optional tenor 
soloist sings each verse supported by the wordless vo-
cables of  the ensemble. The wordless vocables, or scat 
singing, utilized during the verses simulate the sonori-
ties of  a jazz band, with the basses imitating the double 
bass (i.e., “boom”) and treble voices imitating the brass 
section (i.e., “duwah”). 

Although only piano accompaniment is notat-
ed in the score, a recording of  The Voices of  Walter 
Schumann, with Hairston singing the solo, incorpo-
rates both a drum set and double bass. This recording 
is available on YouTube and can be accessed using the 
QR code on page 26.38

Folk/Secular 

No Ne Li Domi (You Can’t Dance with Me)
TTBB, unaccompanied
Duration, 2:35
Bourne Co., 1971
Ranges

Hairston regularly collaborated with his contem-
poraries throughout his career. Seven of  his published 
works were written in collaboration with another com-
poser (refer to Table 1). During the second half  of  the 
twentieth century, Hairston expanded these collabora-
tions to a global level, leading choirs throughout the 
world as a Goodwill Ambassador for the U. S. State 
Department, expanding his knowledge and apprecia-
tion of  diverse cultures. The Ghanaian folk song No 
Ne Li Domi (You can’t dance with me) represents both 
Hairston’s collaborative spirit and interest in diverse 
cultures.

No Ne Li Domi, for tenor-bass chorus, was written in 
collaboration with Ghanaian composer Jonathan Mi-
chael Teye Dosoo. Incorporating a macaronic text in 
both English and Adangbe (indigenous Ghanaian lan-
guage), the work tells the story of  a dance contest in 
which a boy refuses to dance with a girl because she is 
a poor dancer.39 Predominantly in Adangbe, the text is 
short and highly repetitive, with a pronunciation guide 
provided on the last page of  the octavo, making it ac-
cessible to tenor-bass ensembles that can manage the 
divisi.

Musically, the work is highly influenced by Western 
tonality, imitating Glee club sonorities of  the mid-twen-
tieth century, which are possibly a result of  Hairston’s 
involvement. It should also be noted; use of  percussion 
is not indicated in the score but acceptable considering 
the Ghanaian dance basis of  the work. According to 
Jude Nwankwo, dancing in Africa requires instrumen-
tal accompaniment. As such, No Ne Li Domi would be 
incomplete without percussion.40 Interestingly, Nwank-
wo also notes the collaborative nature of  composer and 
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performer in African music.

In a traditional African setting, performers are 
collaborators in the compositional process. It is 
common for choral composers to compose the 
choral parts and leave the percussion section 
for the players to improvise, thus collaborating 
with the composer.41

Although improvisation is recommended, percussion-
ists should aim to play in a Ghanaian style, which fea-
tures distinct characteristics.42

Goin’ Down Dat Lonesome Road
SSATB, unaccompanied
Duration, 4:40
Bourne Co., 1965
Ranges

Goin’ Down Dat Lonesome Road (1965) is considered by 
Hairston to be one of  his best works.43 The piece is 
identified on the title page as a work song but described 
by Hairston as a protest song.44 This protest sentiment 
can be observed in the recurring text that concludes 
each verse, “But I won’t be treated disa way.” In addi-
tion, the song’s climactic moment occurs in the fourth 
verse with the text, “Been kicked all aroun’ dis ol’ town, 
But I won’t be treated disa way,” and is set in a de-
clamatory fashion through the frequent use of  accents. 
Considering the cultural climate of  the mid 1960s, and 
his description of  the work as a protest song, Goin’ Down 
Dat Lonesome Road could arguably be considered Hair-
ston’s musical contribution to the Civil Rights Move-
ment. 

Goin’ Down Dat Lonesome Road is dynamically set in 
an arch form, beginning softly with finger snaps and 
whistling, building to the previously mentioned climat-
ic moment, and concluding once again with snaps and 
whistling that gradually fade away. Hairston’s use of  
finger snaps and whistling serve as an example of  his 
affinity for various sound effects.45 In addition to Goin’ 

Down Dat Lonesome Road, effects such as snaps, claps, 
whistling, and nonsense syllables, can be observed in 
ten additional works.46

When comparing the published score for Goin’ Down 
Dat Lonesome Road with recordings featuring Hair-
ston, several interesting discrepancies appear. First, 
in a 1974 educational video series on the history and 
performance of  music by Black composers, Hairston 
incorporates piano accompaniment and replaces the 
whistling with a harmonica.47 In contrast, additional 
recordings directed by Hairston perform the score as 
notated.48 

Hairston’s willingness to alter his work through the 
inclusion of  piano and harmonica may suggest flexibil-
ity in the interpretation and performance of  his music. 
In 1974, when this video was recorded, Hairston would 
have extensively worked with ensembles throughout 
the world of  varying ages and capabilities. For the re-
cording in question, Hairston may have realized the 
ensemble’s need for additional support and adjusted 
accordingly. A second discrepancy in the published 
octavo appears on the cover page which indicates the 
work includes a tenor solo. However, no solo is marked 
in the score, and no known recordings produced by 
Hairston include a soloist. 

Performance Considerations
A complete discussion of  spiritual performance con-

siderations is beyond the scope of  this article.49 The 
following serves to identify a few performance consid-
erations specific to Hairston’s music. 

As most of  his works were published over five de-
cades ago, Hairston’s oeuvre occasionally utilizes out-
dated language and objectionable subject matter. Con-
ductors should be aware of  the use of  gender specific 
language and antiquated lyrics that do not represent 
inclusive language. The most surprising use of  objec-
tionable subject matter is found in the song Home in Dat 
Rock. Structured as a theme and variation, the work 
progresses through various musical styles, with the sec-
ond variation imitating Stephen Foster and the min-
strel show. The narrator’s text in the score reads,

During the 19th Century, white minstrel men 
blacked their faces and tried to imitate the 
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slave entertainers. This is probably the way our 
song would have sounded had Stephen Foster 
arranged it for a minstrel show.50

While the performance of  minstrel music is highly ob-
jectionable today, Hairston did not shy away from the 
subject. 

Throughout his works, Hairston frequently notates 
dialect in the score. Interestingly, upon first joining the 
Hall Johnson Choir, Hairston avoided dialect in favor 
of  the New England pronunciation he learned at Tufts 
University. To Hairston’s surprise, upon asking Johnson 
to serve as his assistant conductor, Johnson replied that 
he was considering removing him from the choir due 
to his lack of  dialect.51 Hairston quickly adopted dia-
lect to remain in the ensemble. Regarding the inclusion 
of  dialect in performance, Hairston and Harry Robert 
Wilson wrote:

Another debatable point in the singing of  
these songs is the extent to which … dialect 
should be used. After all, they were created in 
dialect. Much of  their charm is enhanced by 
the dialect. In performance, when all dialect is 
eliminated, the singing sounds unnatural and 
affected. On the other hand when most choirs, 
either Negro or White, attempt to render them 
in meticulous dialect, the performance sounds 
stilted. Probably the wisest course is to intro-
duce dialect which is natural to the music and 
universally accepted.52

In connection with this concern of  stilted perfor-
mances, Hairston and Wilson noted the importance of  
sincere heartfelt expression when performing spiritu-
als. According to Hairston and Wilson, this expression 
should manifest through physical movement including 
facial expression, hand clapping, and the rhythmic 
swaying of  the body. However, they also noted that 
clapping, which primarily occurs in secular works, 
should be limited in spirituals unless performed in a 
“spirit of  religious ecstasy.”53

Conclusion 
The published choral works of  Jester Hairston were 

highly popular during the second half  of  the twentieth 
century. Directors may be familiar with his more pop-
ular works; in recent decades, however, many of  Hair-
ston’s compositions and arrangements have become 
overshadowed. It is this author’s hope that directors 
continue to program Hairston’s well-known works while 
discovering his less familiar pieces, further preserving the 
musical legacy of  this beloved choral director, arranger, 
and composer.  
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by Robyn Hilger 
ACDA National Executive Director

The New Canon Project: 
Bringing New Voices 
to the Canon

A version of  this article was originally printed in Tactus (Spring/
Summer 2025), a publication of  Western ACDA Region. 

This is a project developed on a napkin while sitting 
on a patio. Lynn Tuttle, the Director of  the American 
String Teachers Association, and I found ourselves at 
a conference together almost three years ago. While 
we did not know each other before this meeting, we 
quickly found kindred spirits in each other. Through 
conversation, we recognized that each of  our organi-
zations had a similar need: more works for developing 
ensembles written by composers of  the global majority. 
At the same time, the Sphinx Organization had a call 
for proposals open for ideas that supported artists of  
Black and Latine backgrounds with a focus in classical 
music. We knew we had matching ideas and the poten-
tial for funding!

Unfortunately, we didn’t save the napkin, but we do 
have the results of  that work. Three years ago, ACDA, 
in partnership with the American String Teachers As-
sociation (ASTA), Rising Tide Music & Arts (RTMP), 
and with generous support of  $100,000 from the 
Sphinx Venture Fund, launched the New Canon Proj-
ect—a groundbreaking initiative designed to build 
a vibrant new body of  repertoire by commissioning 

works from Black and Latine composers specifically for 
school-based choral and string ensembles.

As choral educators, we understand the power of  
music to shape identity, build community, and reflect 
the world around us. Yet when we look at the repertoire 
most commonly found in our developing school music 
classrooms, it can tell a narrow story—one that fails to 
fully reflect the diversity of  voices in our communities  
or the richness of  musical expression that exists beyond 
the traditional canon.

This project is not just about creating new music. It’s 
about shifting systems.

Why Now?
There continues to be awareness in our profession 

about the need to diversify the music we teach and per-
form. But simply wanting to program more inclusive 
repertoire is not enough; we need to create the con-
ditions in which that repertoire is created, supported, 
and sustained. The New Canon Project addresses these 
needs head-on by specifically supporting composers 
starting from the commission through professional 
development, workshopping, and all the way through 
publication and distribution. This project has created a 
pipeline for composers and their works. 
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Composing for school ensembles—especially de-
veloping ones—requires a specific skill set. Compos-
ers must understand voicing, ensemble size, technical 
abilities, and performance contexts. Yet many brilliant 
Black and Latine composers have not had the oppor-
tunity to learn how to write effectively for these ensem-
bles. Without that training and a pathway to publica-
tion, their music remains out of  reach for teachers and 
students.

The New Canon Project was created to purposefully 
close that gap. And now, with the help of  experienced 
mentors and school ensemble partners, twenty-one 
composers have written new works (ten choral and 
eleven strings) that are available for your school music 
classroom. Visit www.risingtidearts.org/ncp-collection 
to learn more.

A Network of  Collaboration
At the heart of  this project is collaboration between 

composers and mentors, teachers and students, nation-
al organizations and publishing partners. ACDA and 
ASTA were joined by Rising Tide Music & Arts Press, 
Hal Leonard Publishing, and the Sphinx Venture Fund 
to bring this vision to life.

The project began with a call for composers. Se-
lected composers were divided into Year 1 and Year 2 
cohorts. Each cohort met together monthly for inspira-
tion, guidance, and support. Through workshops, men-
toring, and school-based collaborations, the composers 
worked to bring their compositions to life.

As a unique feature, each composer had a composi-
tion mentor and also worked closely with educators and 
student ensembles in real classrooms, getting hands-on 
feedback and the rare opportunity to workshop their 
drafts with actual performers. These interactions not 
only strengthened the final compositions but allowed 
students to engage with the creative process in a mean-
ingful way—demystifying composition and showing 
young musicians that their voices matter.

The first cohort works are completed and are pub-
lished through Rising Tide Music Press and distribut-
ed by Hal Leonard’s ArrangeMe. The pieces can be 
purchased directly through RTMP but also through 
Hal Leonard. This ensures the music reaches a wide 
audience of  educators and becomes part of  the living 

repertoire we all have access to. Composers retain the 
rights to their works and receive sales income from 
both RTMP and Hal Leonard, creating sustainable 
career support beyond the scope of  the initial commis-
sion. You can view the works at risingtidearts.org under 
Rising Tide Music Press or by looking for the titles on 
ArrangeMe.com. Please check back often for the new-
est works.

Centering Equity Through Structure
Importantly, the project is intentionally designed to 

address systemic inequities in how music is created and 
shared in our profession. Too often, commissioning 
and publication processes privilege programs with the 
most resources, visibility, or skill. In contrast, the New 
Canon Project lifts up developing school programs—
those that may not have historically been selected for 
participation but have students and educators who are 
ready, willing, and able to participate in this kind of  
project.

By inviting smaller, developing skills, or less-re-
sourced programs into the commissioning process, 
we’re not just diversifying who writes music—we’re 
also expanding who gets to be part of  shaping it.

Meet the Composers
We want to celebrate our ACDA composers in the 

project. They are:

Andrés Ballesteros is a Boston-based 
composer, educator, and administrator 
whose work chases threads of  curiosity 
and social justice. His compositions blend 
classical with diverse genres and narrative 

arcs. He often collaborates with youth and communi-
ty groups in centering themes of  immigration, climate 
justice, and more. A graduate of  Harvard University, 
Andrés holds an artist diploma from the Academy’s 
Gabriela Ortiz Composing Studio and has been rec-
ognized as a Boston Latino 30 Under 30 honoree, spo-
ken at the League of  American Orchestras National 
Conference, and been profiled in Ana Francisca Vega’s 
book Corazón de Mexicanos Como Yo.

risingtidearts.org
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Evan Blaché is a non-binary choral com-
poser and artist based out of  San Mar-
cos, Texas. Never known to mince words, 
Evan has composed a lot of  work com-
bining the classical style with topics of  

social justice. They are currently in their undergradu-
ate program at Texas State University for their bache-
lor’s in music studies and composition while singing in 
the Texas State University Chorale under the direction 
of  Joey Martin and studying composition with Dr. Jack 
Wilds. Evan currently sings in the groups Tinsel Sing-
ers, San Antonio Chamber Choir, Inversion Ensemble, 
and is an insight fellow in Conspirare.

Brian Harris Jr. is currently a high school 
choir director in Waco, Texas. At Univer-
sity High School, he serves as the assis-
tant choir director for the University Tro-
jan Singers. Brian enjoys working with 

and meeting new people as a teacher and composer. 
Originally from Houston, Texas, he is a product of  
the Houston Independent School District and Wichita 
State University, where he earned a bachelor of  music 
education.

 
Taleya Jordan is a senior music educa-
tion student at Southeastern Louisiana 
University, where she studies classical, 
jazz, and musical theatre. She has per-
formed for Southeastern’s Mozart Op-

era Scenes was a featured soloist in Vivaldi’s Gloria at 
First United Methodist Church of  Hammond. She 
has performed in productions with Swamplight The-
atre such as “Oliver” (Mrs. Bedwin) and “Wilber’s 
Disco Inferno of  Love” (Cabaret Performer). She 
also competes in the Musical Theatre Division of  the 
NATS competition. Taleya owns “Cantante Music 
Lessons,” where she helps both newcomers and sea-
soned performers achieve whatever goals they have. 

Cristian Larios (he/él) is a composer, 
conductor, and educator from Joliet, IL. 
He currently teaches at Plainfield North 
High School and writes choral music that 
centers storytelling and connection. His 

work has been performed by Tonality, SWIC Chamber 
Singers, and others, with his piece In This House fea-
tured on Tonality’s 2024 album America Will Be. Recent 
commissions include Our Land (New Canon Project) 
and The Good (William Ferris Chorale). Cristian holds 
degrees from Illinois State University and the Univer-
sity of  Illinois Urbana-Champaign, and advocates for 
equity through music and education.

 
Juan-Carlos Mackay currently teaches 
high school and jr. high choirs in Utah. 
He earned a degree in music composi-
tion at Utah State University. Since then 
he has written for orchestras, jazz bands, 

and choirs. He’s even written for glass bottle ensembles. 
Encouraged by his wife, he has recently begun writ-
ing music for developing musicians and singers. As a 
child of  U.S. and Mexican parents, his favorite music to 
write celebrates cultural heritages through a Classical 
style. Juan-Carlos hopes that those who hear his pieces 
feel a sense of  hope and wonder about their world.

Hugo Madera is a choral composer, con-
ductor, and educator based in Nebras-
ka. Born in Jalisco, Mexico, he brings a 
distinct Latin-American perspective to 
his works and is an advocate for social 

change and the diversification of  the choral canon. 
His compositions have been performed by ensembles 
such as Cantus, The Nebraska Festival Singers, and the 
UNT University Singers. He leads choral activities at 
Adams Central Public Schools and is active with arts 
organizations across central Nebraska. Hugo holds a 
master’s in music education from the University of  Ne-
braska at Kearney and a bachelor of  music from Hast-
ings College.
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Marina Quintanilla is an Oklahoma City-
based composer and musician from the 
studio of  Dr. Edward Knight (OKCU). 
Marina has sung with OKC’s semi-pro-
fessional choirs—Canterbury Voices and 

Canterbury Chamber Voices—since 2021, has had 
numerous performances with the OKC Philharmonic, 
and premiered her own works. In 2023 she began her 
journey with the New Canon Project and is currently 
working on a commission for OKCDA’s 2027 All-State 
Treble Choir. In her free time, Marina teaches at El 
Sistema, an organization whose mission is to provide 
free music learning opportunities to students in the 
Oklahoma City Metro area.

David García Saldaña (he) is an emerging 
Los Angeles-based Mexican-American 
Chicano composer whose choral work 
draws on folk music and traditions. His 
compositions have been performed by 

the Los Angeles Master Chorale, SACRA/PROFANA, 
and The Sunday Night Singers, and he has received 
commissions from the Los Angeles Unified School 
District and Cortines High School for the Arts. He ap-
proaches Latinidad as a dynamic identity, expanding 
Latin American music narratives to include the U.S. 
Latino voice. His “Nochebuena Choral Series” features 
vibrant new arrangements of  Latin American Christ-
mas villancicos. He currently teaches music theory and 
composition at Pasadena City College. He serves as 
Western ACDA Composer Track Co-Chair. 

Khyle B. Wooten (he/him), a Philadel-
phia native, is assistant professor of  mu-
sic performance and director of  choral 
activities at Ithaca College. A conduc-
tor, educator, researcher, and composer, 

he previously served at the University of  Tennessee, 
Knoxville, and taught in Philadelphia and Atlanta 
schools. His research focuses on Lena McLin and cho-
ral works by Black women composers. An inaugural 

Future of  Music Faculty Fellow, he has received com-
missions from the Cincinnati Song Initiative, Tallahas-
see Symphony Orchestra, and MINA String Quartet. 
Khyle holds degrees from Lincoln University of  PA 
(BS), Georgia State University (MM), and Florida State 
University (PhD).

We hope our ACDA members will explore these new 
pieces with open ears and hearts. These works are not 
“add-ons” or side projects—they are powerful, ped-
agogically sound additions to your repertoire library. 
They are written with care, tailored to the realities of  
school ensembles, and infused with the creative voic-
es of  composers who reflect the students in our class-
rooms.

Looking Ahead
We also invite you to be part of  the broader move-

ment to reimagine our repertoire. Programming these 
new works, offering your feedback, and advocating for 
structural change in your local and state networks helps 
carry the momentum of  this initiative into the future.

In five to seven years, we envision a choral landscape 
where diverse, high-quality works by Black and Latine 
composers are not rare gems but standard options in 
our festival lists, state contest libraries, and daily class-
room use. We hope more publishers will invest in this 
kind of  intentional, equity-focused work, and that 
more composers from underrepresented backgrounds 
will find both a home and a livelihood in school music 
spaces.

And most of  all, we hope our students—those sitting 
in choir rooms across the country—will see themselves 
reflected in the music they sing and understand that 
their stories, voices, and creative spirits belong in the 
canon too.

Let’s continue to build that canon together. 



38      CHORAL JOURNAL  October 2025              					      Volume 66  Number 3



CHORAL JOURNAL October 2025  					                                                             Volume 66  Number 3          39    

Rehearsal BreakRehearsal Break

Jennifer Rodgers, editor

Grading principles that rely solely on attendance and 
participation fall short of  capturing a student’s true de-
velopment in musical skills and knowledge. While these 
measures offer some insight into engagement, they do 
not fully reflect a student’s understanding of  musical 
content such as theory, aural skills, or their ability to 
reflect on their own musicianship. As educators, it is 
essential to move beyond these traditional indicators 
and embrace authentic assessment,1 or methods that 
provide meaningful, individualized feedback and mea-
sure student growth more accurately. This article will 
explore the principles of  authentic assessment and how 
adopting these practices can enrich both teaching and 
learning in the choral classroom.

Framework
Professional development in P-12 schools includes 

support and dedicated research for assessment prac-
tices, including readily available resources; those of-
ferings, however, often prioritize core subjects, leaving 
music educators to adapt generalized approaches to 
their specialized classrooms. This discrepancy between 
available resources and a lack of  addressing the unique 
needs of  music instruction presents ongoing challenges.

Common problems related to assessing students are: 
time constraints, workload, large class size, managing 
diverse student abilities, and limited guidance from 
administrators with minimal changes to assessment 
practices despite the adoption of  standards-based cur-
ricula. Many choir teachers grade students heavily on 
non-achievement skills such as attendance, participa-
tion or effort, and attitude.2 Music educator Benjamin 
Kambs suggested that reliance on non-achievement 
criteria prioritizes logistical convenience over foster-
ing musical growth, noting a disconnect between what 
teachers believed was important and the actual practic-
es they employed, with most assessments being based 
on ease and practicality.3 

The National Association for Music Education 
(NAfME) does provide music educators with the Mod-
el Cornerstone Assessments (MCAs). The MCAs are 
described as “focused on student learning and are not 
evaluations of  teacher quality or effectiveness. They are 
to be used by teachers to inform instructional decisions 
and curricular choices.”4 Although the MCAs are cer-
tainly helpful in providing supports such as scaffolding, 
sequencing, and assessment criteria, they have not been 
updated since 2017, and the size of  the documents can 
be overwhelming.

Beyond the Attendance Sheet: Addressing Assessment in the Choral Classroom

by Skyler Bluemel
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Notably, the body of  assessment research and re-
sources available for non-music classes is much broad-
er. For meaningful evaluation and growth in musical 
knowledge, choir teachers should consider exploring 
more effective and efficient methods for individual-
ly assessing students on musical content rather than 
non-achievement skills. Rather than create systems 
from whole cloth, the following existing resources could 
be adapted for effective use in music education settings: 

• The Classroom Assessment Scoring System.5 This 
system assesses the quality of  teacher-student interac-
tions using a 1–7 scale in three domains: (1) emotional 
support, (2) classroom organization, and (3) instruc-
tional support. 

• Heidi Andrade’s contributions to self-assessment,6 
which is a formative feedback process that promotes 
learning and enables students to adjust and improve 
their performance.

• Agnes Smale-Jacobse and colleagues’ systematic re-
view on differentiated instruction,7 or tailoring instruc-
tion to students’ diverse learning needs within the same 
classroom.

• Sherri Scott’s headings of  assessment: (1) assessment 
of learning, (2) assessment for learning, and (3) assess-
ment as learning.8

• Brian Wesolowski’s work of  meaningfully connecting 
district-suggested student learning objective frame-
works with music classrooms.9

The purpose of  this article is to provide choral ed-
ucators with strategies to evaluate their students by 
providing meaningful, specific, and research-based ap-
proaches to assess musical content knowledge instead 
of  non-achievement skills. Some suggestions will in-
volve technology while addressing potential limitations. 
Some technology tools are mentioned multiple times to 
highlight that teachers do not need to learn a myriad 
of  new technology in order to implement these ideas.

All content in this article aligns with the four strands 
of  the National Coalition for Arts Standards with the 
accompanying Anchor Standards found in their Na-

tional Core Arts Standards: (1) Creating, (2) Perform-
ing, (3) Responding, and (4) Connecting,10  and should 
be applied or adapted to meet the individual needs of  
each class and student. The strategies presented here 
are those I have successfully implemented in public 
school choral classrooms. Asterisks (*) are included 
next to select sample assessments in the provided tables 
to indicate tools that could be used as teaching plans 
for substitute teachers. Additional supplemental ma-
terials—including reading recommendations, sample 
grading rubrics, and assignment templates mentioned 
in this article—are available by scanning the QR code 
at the end of  this article or visiting acda.org/choral-
journal and clicking the link on the October 2025 issue 
page.

Assessments in Creating
Assessments in Creating do not need to be difficult or 

stressful. Example content in the creating strand often 
includes tasks associated with composition or improvi-
sation, though they look different depending on the ex-
perience of  the students, the experience of  the instruc-
tor, and the interests of  both (Table 1 on the next page). 
A sample assessment in composition that my students 
enjoyed was a daily melody or rhythm journal as a class 
starter option during a particular timeframe, such as a 
four-week unit or between two concerts. Students were 
asked to document musical ideas in a digital journal 
using a simple and accessible cloud-based program like 
Google Docs or Google Slides. Google Slides can be 
particularly helpful because each slide can represent a 
different day or idea.

Students’ compositional brainstorming can be guid-
ed by providing a slide template that includes conve-
nient “drag and drop” notation symbols. Providing the 
notation for students to drag where they want proves 
helpful for many inexperienced students, while also 
allowing the instructor to introduce new concepts as 
they see fit to best cater to the scaffolding of  each class. 
If  students are still at the beginning stages of  learning 
how to read music, consider using shapes, letters, or 
pictures instead of  traditional music notation. Students 
should submit their journal periodically for feedback 
and grading, which is made easier by having them all 
digitized. Physical journals work if  technology is not as 
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accessible for all students, though educational supports 
will look different such as using stickers instead of  digi-
tal “drag and drop” items.

One method of  assessing Creating through impro-
visation without assigning dedicated projects is im-
plementing improvisational ideas or skills organically 
through routine teaching. For example, foster student 
creativity and leadership by involving them in warm-
up creation and extension: changing or adding words 
with guidance, varying rhythms, and guiding them to 
create new melodies to use. Each day, the improviser 
should rotate so all students have an opportunity to 
participate.

To help formalize the structure, provide clear ex-
pectations and grading criteria and take care to not 
turn the experience into a “boring assignment.” The 
act of  grading the assignment takes little time if  you 
thoughtfully create a rubric with a simple “check the 
boxes” process. If  you prefer more specific feedback, 
consider leaving space in the rubric for your comments. 

By implementing improvisation this way, students are 
overall more engaged in the warm-up sequence, and 
most express excitement when it is their turn to be the 
improviser.

If  you have already included Assessment in Creating 
tasks in your curriculum, consider extension projects 
such as utilizing Digital Audio Workstations (DAWs) 
like Audacity or GarageBand to record, edit, and mix 
audio. Students could work with recordings from pre-
vious rehearsals or concerts, or they could record their 
own audio to use. They could then apply their work 
to making podcasts or social media videos to advertise 
concerts, promote recruitment for the choir, or teach 
musical concepts.

Assessments in Performing
According to NCAS and implications from re-

search,11 assessing Performing should include content 
beyond tracking attendance at a concert. This is often 

Table 1. Creating Table and NCAS Anchor Standards

Creating

Anchor Standard 1 Generate and conceptualize artistic ideas and work.

Anchor Standard 2 Organize and develop artistic ideas and work.

Anchor Standard 3 Refine and complete artistic ideas and work.

Example Content Anchor Standard Sample Assessment Tool or Strategy

Composition: 
Assess original musical creations 
based on given parameters

1, 2, 3 Melody/Rhythm Journal Google Suite 
(Slides or Docs)

Improvisation: 
Evaluate ability to spontaneous-
ly create music within a given 
structure.

1, 2, 3 Improve text, rhythm, or  
solfège in warm-ups; 
daily rotations

Rubric to assess selected 
criteria; “check the boxes”
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the area where I have experienced frequent barriers. It 
seems impossible to accurately assess every singer on 
performance standards when you have forty-nine min-
utes in a class period and more than fifty singers in a 
choir. I found separating Performing assessments from 
actual concerts to be difficult but noticeably worthwhile 
for my teaching goals. I began by separating evaluative 
qualities and Performing tasks into categories (Table 
2 on the next page), then developing assessments that 
would both accurately assess them and cause the least 
amount of  disruption to my routines.

One assessment I quickly adopted into my “teaching 
toolkit” was Speed Dating,12 or as I call it “Speed Shar-
ing” in an educational setting. The concept is simple: 
students teach each other learned concepts to demon-
strate content mastery and collaboration in their learn-
ing process. After learning a concept, such as proper 
alignment, students stand in groups of  two lines facing 
each other. Their task is to teach information about the 
topic to the student they face, rotating regularly. 

Table 3 on page 44 shows the rotation process, sep-
arating the stationary orange students with the mobile 
blue students. Each orange student could teach a part 
of  proper alignment so each blue student will learn the 
entire lesson after a complete rotation through the line, 
or each orange student could teach an entirely different 
concept from alignment, providing a broader educa-
tional experience for the blue students. It is important to 
set clear objectives and expectations, and I have found 
it helpful to have a visible timer to signal rotations.

 To assess an activity like speed dating, include 
yourself  as a blue student to determine the orange stu-
dents’ understanding of  the topics. Alternatively, move 
around and take notes during the activity; rubrics could 
also come in handy here. This activity offers flexibil-
ity for varying group sizes, time available, and expe-
rience-appropriate topics. “Speed Sharing” works well 
as a summative assessment at the end of  a class period 
or lesson, or as an opening review at the start of  class. 
Consider introducing the process by allowing the stu-
dents to teach anything they want (within your school’s 
guidelines). You might be surprised to learn what your 
students enjoy doing and learning!

Vocal technique, musicianship, and accuracy can also 
be assessed through singing checks using clear rubrics 
and cloud-based video submissions. Video recordings 

are helpful to minimize disruptions to class routines, 
and they allow you to pause for comments, rewind for 
accuracy, and speed up to save time. I recommend us-
ing either excerpts from class literature or software like 
Sight Reading Factory to generate musical examples so 
you do not have to create the content yourself. Also, 
Sight Reading Factory allows students to record them-
selves with each generated example and can connect to 
some learning management systems such as Canvas or 
Blackboard, further preserving your time.

Other ensemble skills include balance, blend, and 
coordinated singing and can be assessed through small-
group performances. These performances can hap-
pen in class or for an event like a dedicated concert 
or a “Parents’ Night.” When assessing it for a grade, 
consider giving the students their own rubric to assess 
themselves, each other, or both to deepen the learning 
process.

Practicing is an important part of  performance,13 
so teaching and assessing practice habits is paramount 
to effective teaching in music.14 After teaching appro-
priate procedures and elements of  effective practicing, 
hold a “practice day” where your students demonstrate 
what they have learned. If  you do not have an entire 
day to dedicate, set aside at least fifteen minutes for this 
activity. While your students practice in front of  you, 
move around the room to observe, correct, and provide 
specific feedback as necessary. After a couple iterations 
of  this activity, “practice days” lend themselves well as 
plans for substitute teachers.

Finally, the NCAS anchor standards four and six 
suggest there is merit in teaching your students how to 
appropriately select literature for a concert program. 
A simple assessment activity includes students creating 
a concert program using accessible software like Goo-
gle Slides or Google Docs. More advanced programs 
like Canva are also effective, though they may entail 
learning curves for you or your students. I enjoy seeing 
which songs the students programmed, finding a few 
gems for my own choral library along the way. Consid-
er selecting a song or two from this project to perform 
with that group. Students will feel overjoyed when a 
song they selected becomes part of  the concert!
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Table 2. Performing Table and NCAS Anchor Standards

 Performing

Anchor Standard 4 Analyze, interpet, and select artistic work for presentation.

Anchor Standard 5 Develop and refine artistic work for presentation.

Anchor Standard 6 Convey meaning through presentation of artistic work.

Example Content Anchor Standard Sample Assessment Tool or Strategy

Vocal Technique: 
Assess proper alignment, breath 
support, vowel shapes, etc.

5, 6 Peer-teaching “Speed Dating” or 
“Speed Sharing”

Accuracy: 
Evaluate pitch, rhythm, and note 
accuracy

5, 6 *Singing Checks Sight Reading Factory, 
Video/Audio Submissions

Musicianship: 
Assess phrasing, dynamics, and 
expression

5, 6 *Singing Checks Sight Reading Factory, 
Video/Audio Submissions

Ensemble Skills: 
Evaluate students’ ability to blend, 
balance, and sing in 
sync with others

5, 6 Small Ensemble 
Performance

Rubric: Students’ and Teacher’s

Practice Habits: 
Assess students’ ability to 
practice effectively

4, 5, 6 *”Practice Day(s)” Procedure and Rubric

Programming: 
Assess students’ ability to 
effectively select literature for 
performance

5, 6 *Organize a  
Concert Program

Google Suite
(Slides or Docs)

*Indicates sample assessments that could easily be used as sub plans
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Assessments in Responding
Responding is a strand that integrates well into as-

sessment strategies of  the other strands, offering many 
“two for one” assessments (Table 4 on the next page). 
The Responding content of  sight-reading, for example, 
can also be used as the content for the previously dis-
cussed singing checks. Although listening skills can be 
assessed with ensemble skills and even composition and 
improvisation, I chose to focus on the context of  ana-
lyzing musical recordings to broaden students’ musical 
experiences, as well as to learn how to study and discuss 
their own rehearsals and performances.

A guided listening journal has proven to be a sim-
ple and efficient assessment method. I often use it as 
the starter during a unit or grading term and choose 
excerpts or songs that are appropriate for the singers’ 
age, interest, and ability. Frequently, I select recordings 
of  music from my choral library, selections from other 

concerts I have seen, or otherwise engaging music like 
unaccompanied vocal mashups. The journal document 
itself  includes prompts, specific questions, and sentence 
stems as scaffolding tools to guide their thoughts. I rec-
ommend the journal be a cloud-based digital docu-
ment to keep it readily available, organized, and easy 
to submit; again, Google Docs is a great option.

Although worksheets and handouts are common 
formal assessment tools to determine music literacy 
and knowledge of  music theory, many students pre-
fer games. Educational online games and applications 
are often fun and simple while connecting directly to 
appropriate knowledge and content. They also lend 
themselves nicely to serve as substitute plans or activi-
ties for extension or review. Consider game services like 
Blooket, Gimkit, or Kahoot (links available at the end 
of  this article). Similar to Sight Reading Factory, some 
games might be able to be integrated into your district’s 

Table 3. Speed Dating or “Speed Sharing” (Comprehensible Classroom, 2014)

At the end of each 
round, the last 
student in the blue 
line moves to the 
front of the line, and 
the entire line shifts, 
forming new pairs.

Students in the 
orange line 
do NOT move.

SPEED SHARING
Round 1 Round 2 Round 3

@comprehensibleclassroom

1

3

A

C

5 E

4 D

1

3

E

B

5 D

4 C

1

3

D

2 B 2 A 2 E

A

5 C

4 B
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Table 4. Responding Table and NCAS Anchor Standards

Responding

Anchor Standard 7 Perceive and analyze artistic work.

Anchor Standard 8 Interpret intent and meaning in artistic work.

Anchor Standard 9 Apply criteria to evaluate artistic work.

Example Content Anchor Standard Sample Assessment Tool or Strategy

Music Reading: Assess ability to 
read musical notation, including 
rhythms, pitches, musical sym-
bols, and proper use of terms

7, 8, 9 *Educational Games: 
Blooket, Gimkit, Kahoot, 
etc.

Screenshot of “score” 
or results

Sight Reading: Evaluate  
students’ capacity to perform 
unfamiliar music at first sight

7, 9 *Singing or 
Rhythm Checks

Sight Reading Factory, 
Video/Audio Submissions

Music Theory Knowledge: 
Assess understanding of scales, 
key signatures, chord 
progressions, etc.

7, 8, 9 *Educational Games: 
Blooket, Gimkit, Kahoot, 
etc.

Screenshot of “score” 
or results

Listening Skills: Assess ability 
to analyze and describe musical 
elements in recordings

7, 8, 9 Guided Listening Journal Google Docs

Self Assessment: Evaluate 
personal performances and 
progress

7, 9 Regular Reflections 
(Post Concert)

Google Forms or 
another survey tool

*Indicates sample assessments that could easily be used as sub plans
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learning management system, providing you with the 
capabilities to easily create activities, assignments, and 
assessments.

Self-assessment is always included in my post-per-
formance routine. I have a pre-made Google Form du-
plicated and adjusted for each performance that asks 
questions about their recent experiences at the per-
formance and throughout the rehearsal process. I also 
have singers set specific individual goals to work on be-
fore the next performance, giving me insight into their 
concerns, priorities, and musical understanding. The 
bulk of  the self-assessment reflection instructs the stu-
dents to rate themselves in areas I have identified as my 
focus objectives for the year. Some examples include 
pitch, behavior, sight-reading, and musical notation. As 
a bonus, parents have usually shown more interest and 
support when I bring the responses to parent-teacher 

conferences, especially if  they can see trends and prog-
ress in their child’s educational experiences in choir.

Assessments in Connecting
Connecting has always proven difficult to assess 

without assigning large papers or projects, and I used 
to think that I could not spare that valuable instruction 
time. However, after experiencing a shift in priorities 
during my early teaching years, I began to include a 
few graded tasks throughout my regular teaching. Al-
most immediately I noticed a difference in the way 
students discussed music and culture, so I began ded-
icating time in my curriculum to teach and assess the 
Connecting strand (Table 5).

A favorite assessment to reinforce historical and cul-
tural context in our music and community is a collabo-

Table 5. Connecting Table and NCAS Anchor Standards

Connecting

Anchor Standard 10 Synthesize and relate knowledge and personal 
experiences to make art.

Anchor Standard 11 Relate artistic ideas and works with societal, cultural, and 
historic context to deepen understanding.

Example Content Anchor Standard Sample Assessment Tool or Strategy

Historical/Cultural Context: 
Evaluate knowledge of music 
history, styles, and cultural 
influences

10, 11 *Collaborative slideshow 
on an era, style, or culture; 
Present at PTC

Mentimeter, Nearpod, 
Google Slides

Personal Connection: Applying 
meaningful transfers between 
personal experiences and 
musical literature.

10 * Self “interview” on a 
class song; 
“new hit single”

Google Docs or Forms; 
video project

*Indicates sample assessments that could easily be used as sub plans
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rative slideshow for each choir using software programs 
like Mentimeter, Nearpod, or Google Slides. Each stu-
dent takes ownership of  a single slide and contributes 
to the topic of  the slideshow, or they can choose their 
own topic within set parameters. The content must re-
late to what we are singing or studying, or what they 
are learning in other classes, to ensure a connection is 
made to their personal lives. Students have expressed 
how much they ended up enjoying the experience, not-
ing feelings of  collaboration and satisfaction when the 
slideshow is finished. I display the running slideshow 
next to my area at parent-teacher conferences as well 
as email a link to all of  my students’ parents/guardians 
and the rest of  the school’s faculty, staff, and adminis-
tration; this often receives quite a bit of  positive feed-
back.

A “self-interview” can be a helpful way to assess 
students’ connections to class content and their per-
sonal experiences. Students will choose a current class 
song and conduct an “interview” either by filling out a 
simple digital document using Google Forms or Goo-
gle Docs, or by including actual video footage of  the 
students responding to the questions using recording 
tools such as a camera application. I especially like the 
assessment for its flexibility, relevance to social media, 
and technology integration. Students enjoy the creativ-
ity of  the assessment, which often results in engaging 
and sometimes hilarious interviews.

Exit Ticket
Addressing effective assessment in the choral class-

room is crucial for fostering genuine musical growth 
and aligning teaching practices with educational stan-
dards. This article has explored various strategies for 
evaluating students based on musical content knowl-
edge rather than non-achievement skills, addressing 
the four strands of  the National Core Arts Standards: 
Creating, Performing, Responding, and Connecting. 
By implementing innovative assessment methods such 
as those discussed in this article, choral educators can 
more effectively gauge their students’ musical develop-
ment while maintaining engaging and efficient class-
room practices.

The shift toward content-based assessment not only 
enhances the educational experience for students but 

also provides teachers with more meaningful data to in-
form their instruction. By embracing these approaches, 
teachers can create a more comprehensive and equita-
ble evaluation system that truly reflects students’ musical 
abilities and progress, ultimately leading to more effec-
tive and rewarding choral education experiences. 

 
Skyler Bluemel is a graduate teaching assistant at Lou-
isiana State University. sbluem1@lsu.edu
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For many singers, the choral director1 serves as their 
most influential teacher of  singing.2 Additionally, cho-
ral directors may also be singing voice teachers and 
provide singing lessons to individual students. Warm-
up exercises are used in both contexts. However, no-
ticeable differences in terminology arise not just be-
tween choral directors and singing voice instructors 
but also among speech-language pathologists and voice 
scientists. The introduction of  newer terminology 
adds to the existing confusion, requiring clarification 
in cross-disciplinary discussions and within the field of  
voice education.3 Moreover, scholarly research on the 
most effective methods for teaching vocal technique in 
a group setting is scarce.4 Similarly, there are a range 
of  perspectives on the utility of  warming up the voice 
within the voice science community.5 Such divergences 
in both practice and research present an opportunity 
to explore the purpose and objectives of  choral warm-
ups, with a view to bridging the gap between the peda-
gogical and voice science domains and fostering a more 
comprehensive understanding of  the warm-up for cho-
ral directors. 

Vocal Exercises and Their Contexts
A fundamental step in teaching students to sing in-

volves warming up the voice. In the following discus-
sion, we specifically focus on those exercises that fall 
within “warm-ups,” as these are central in preparing 
and facilitating students to sing. In doing so, however, 
we do not discount the inclusion of  a cooldown rou-
tine. Rather, we view this as a discrete category of  vocal 
exercises that is intended to produce different physio-
logical effects from warm-ups.6 

The literature firmly establishes that warm-up rou-
tines are widely practiced in both choir rehearsals and 
singing lessons.7 One of  the most prominent figures 
in the field of  voice pedagogy, Richard Miller (1926–
2009), characterized the choral director as a voice 
teacher, emphasizing their need to possess exceptional 
qualifications to develop the singer holistically, both as 
a soloist and chorister.8 Through warm-up exercises, 
teachers may strive to deepen students’ understanding 
of  their voices, address their unique vocal needs, and 
foster confidence in their singing abilities. Choral di-
rectors and singing voice teachers, however, often hold 
contrasting viewpoints regarding the purpose of  warm-

Warming Up the Choir:  
Bridging the Domains of  Singing Voice Pedagogy and Voice Science

by Regina McAllen, Melissa Forbes, and Diane Hughes
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ups. The terminologies applied to vocal exercises are 
not universally standardized either, with different exer-
cises adopting varying practices related to voice func-
tion and/or vocal efficiency.9 This complexity extends 
to vocal education where terms such as “warm-ups,” 
“singing exercises,” “vocalises,” “functional exercises,” 
and “exercises for vocal technique” may be used with-
out establishing a clear distinction. 

Choral directors often use the term vocal (or choral) 
“warm-ups” as a comprehensive phrase encompassing 
singing preparation, skill acquisition, and preparation 
for performance. Patrick Freer states that a vocal warm-
up is “a sequence of  activities focused on the coordina-

tion of  vocal skills in preparation for the requirements 
of  a specific rehearsal.”10 On the other hand, Miller 
emphasized the need for a clear distinction between 
vocalization for technical development purposes and 
vocalizing before a performance.11 Supporting Miller’s 
perspective, Matthew Hoch and Mary Sandage agree 
that the nature and purpose of  a warm-up varies de-
pending on whether it is used for vocal training prepa-
ration or as a preperformance exercise.12 

During individual singing voice lessons, warm-ups 
may be used to prepare the student for exercises in the 
vocal technique to follow, or beyond the lesson, and may 
be used for performance preparation.13 The singing 
voice teacher can exclusively concentrate on a warm-
up tailored to individually targeted functional and vocal 
technique exercises. Here, distinctions can be made be-
tween exercises that prepare the voice to sing, exercises 
to render the initiation of  healthy and efficient singing, 
and those targeted toward technical development. The 
nature, purpose, and duration of  these exercises are 
therefore context dependent. In contrast, choral direc-
tors may use the term vocal “warm-ups” more broadly 
to encompass creating group focus, achieving a unified 
blend, intonation, aural and function exercises, and for 
performance preparation.14 Choral directors will often 
use solfège during warm-up time to assist singers in 
learning aural and music theory skills15 that their in-
strumentalist counterparts usually already possess.

Performance preparation is another point of  de-
parture between choir rehearsals and individual voice 
lessons. In a choir setting, the director plays a crucial 
role in guiding the preparation process, eliminat-
ing the need for singers to independently devise their 
own routine. Consequently, the choral director must 
carefully choose exercises so that the vocal warm-ups 
comprehensively address both voice and function.16 In 
contrast, the individual singer will customarily assume 
responsibility for warming-up prior to a performance, 
employing their own distinctive systematic warm-up 
procedure.17

Choral directors and singing voice teachers share 
the common objective of  addressing technical issues 
and promoting skill acquisition. However, there re-
mains a notable difference between the two. Since it 
is usually not practical for choral directors to predict 
each singer’s individual vocal requirements, they tend 
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to incorporate vocal exercises into the warm-up, aim-
ing to provide a comprehensive and balanced opportu-
nity for skill development across the ensemble.18 On the 
other hand, singing voice teachers have the advantage 
of  working one-on-one with singers, allowing them to 
provide specific technical exercises tailored to each stu-
dent. This personalized approach enables the singing 
voice teacher to address specific technical challenges 
and facilitate targeted skill development.19

For a choral director overseeing a large and diverse 
ensemble, engaging all students simultaneously can be 
challenging, which makes the inclusion of  focusing ex-
ercises crucial.20 High school students exposed to con-
stant noise during bus commutes, in hallways, cafete-
rias, lively classrooms, the school bell, and during sports 
activities must transition to focused listening when they 
enter rehearsals.21 It therefore becomes challenging 
for choral directors to enhance the auditory sharpness 
and mental alertness of  singers.22 The choral director 
faces the task of  motivating and sustaining the inter-
est of  multiple singers with different vocal needs in a 
group setting. To achieve this, the choral director em-
ploys diverse content, energetic pacing, and efficiently 
covers a wide range of  choral concepts in innovative 
ways.23 When comparing individual singing voice les-
sons and choir settings, however, there is a distinction 
in the application of  focusing exercises. In individual 
voice lessons, these exercises are generally considered 
unnecessary due to the one-on-one setting, which tends 
to promote individual motivation and focus throughout 
the lesson.24 In this setting, there is less need to direct 
the student’s focus, allowing for extensive and detailed 
work to be undertaken during warm-up through both 
functional and technical exercises.

 
Voice Science and Warming Up 

Of  note for this discussion is that voice science and 
singer perceptions can vary regarding the role, nature, 
and effectiveness of  the warm-up.25 There also appears 
to be no clear consensus among practitioners regard-
ing the definition and purpose of  warming up.26 De-
spite this, some studies provide evidence supporting the 
physiological advantages of  warming up. For example, 
research has shown that warming up can enhance vo-
cal quality in female singers, albeit with variations ob-

served across voice categories.27 Furthermore, warm-
ing up has been found to promote more resonant and 
in-tune singing in particular choral contexts, to impact 
phonation threshold pressure (though effects may dif-
fer between individuals), and to enhance the regularity 
and stability of  vibrato for some singers.28 A study by 
Edward Połrolniczak and Michał Kramarczyk aimed 
to assess the potential positive impact of  vocal func-
tion exercises on vocal quality. Their analyses yielded 
noteworthy improvements across a wide range of  pa-
rameters. The findings indicate that engaging in vocal 
technique exercises as part of  a warm-up enhances 
“the regularity of  the acoustic signal of  singing.”29 Ac-
cording to Jo Levett and Tim Pring’s research, includ-
ing choir warm-up sessions is important for amateur 
singers who may lack awareness of  vocal health risks 
and how to address them.30 Although some studies pro-
pose that tailored voice function exercises conducted 
over several weeks could potentially improve a singer’s 
vocal range,31 Frank Ragsdale and colleagues deter-
mined that there is no uniform or optimal duration of  
warm-ups that results in both objective and subjective 
improvement in voice quality.32 

The complexity of  warm-up considerations and the 
self-perception of  singers is further evident in a study 
conducted by Lynda Moorcroft and Dianna Kenny, 
who recorded singers performing eight measures of  a 
classical aria.33 Six highly trained listeners then rated 
the singers’ vocal quality and attempted to identify if  
the recording was pre- or postvocal warm-up. Based 
on their self-ratings, all singers agreed that their tone 
quality had improved significantly after twenty-five 
minutes of  vocal exercises. However, the expert listen-
ers could not reliably determine whether the voices had 
improved. Similarly, Carla Ann Helmbrecht’s study on 
warm-ups also found that some singers believed their 
warm-up routine improved their vocal quality, although 
analyses of  voice quality (objective measurements of  
vocal perturbation and formant structure) revealed that 
their warm-up method was ineffective and produced 
“the opposite of  the desired effect, which might even 
be harmful to the voice.”34 Another study that aligns 
with these findings is the exercise duration research 
conducted by Ragsdale and colleagues who examined 
nine classical vocalists over five weeks.35 Again, expert 
listeners found no significant differences in vocal quali-
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ty before or after the singers had warmed up. However, 
all participants felt their voices responded positively to 
a five or ten-minute warm-up. Perhaps the differences 
in these results between measures, ratings, and self-per-
ception, may relate to the singers’ kinaesthetic aware-
ness and a perceived improvement in the ease of  their 
vocal delivery which are beyond objective measures.

Comparisons are often made in the literature and 
in practice between singers and dancers or athletes, 
who warm-up muscles before their practices and per-
formances. The underlying assumption here is that 
warming up the vocal folds stimulates blood circula-
tion and enhances overall function.36 However, Rima 
DeFatta and Robert T. Sataloff examined research that 
compared the muscles of  athletes and singers. Follow-
ing a comprehensive view of  the available literature, 
they concluded that making a comparison of  results 
was “challenging.”37 Nonetheless, the authors proposed 
that incorporating warm-up (and cooldown) exercises, 
as suggested by experienced voice pedagogues, remains 
“appropriate and prudent.”38 

While warming up for singing remains “hotly con-
tested,”39 the disparity in the research findings reported 
above may be influenced by a lack of  consistency in 
research parameters, participant abilities and experi-
ence, and musical styles. This inconsistency makes it 
difficult to align results in such a broad field. Further-
more, while some uncertainty surrounds the specific 
physiological benefits of  warming up, it is important 
to highlight that none of  the studies examined in this 
discussion reported any serious adverse outcomes as-
sociated with engaging in appropriate vocal warm-up.
While the prevailing belief  among singers supports the 
relevance of  vocal warm-ups and further to the kinaes-
thetic reasoning offered above, a psychological factor 
may also influence singers’ beliefs in the positive impact 
of  vocal warm-ups. Confirmation bias may also play a 
role here, as singers may interpret their experiences in 
line with the commonly held belief  that warm-ups are 
beneficial.40

Beyond the Physiological
Perhaps significant merit in warming up lies in its 

psychological advantages. For solo singers, warming up 
provides an ideal opportunity to quieten the mind, fo-

cus attention on the body and sound production, and 
even begin to move psychologically into “performance 
mode.” In addition, for choirs, warming up is an op-
portunity for singers to tune into the group sound and 
focus on becoming part of  the collective. While not nec-
essarily denying the physiological benefits of  warm-ups, 
Stuart Barr asserts that preparation for singing requires 
nurturing both the body and the mind: “We have a vocal 
instrument that follows physiological rules, but which 
is controlled by a brain that follows emotional ones.”41 
Webb agrees, stating, “While singing is physical, it also 
requires a great deal of  mental effort. Mental warm-
ups are a great way to get singers’ minds involved.”42 
Edward Byrom concurs and emphasizes that fostering 
a collective mindset takes precedence over technical ob-
jectives in the choral warm-up process.43 Highlighting 
the engagement of  both mental and physical abilities in 
a choral context, Robert Briggs suggests that the term 
“activation exercises” may be more fitting for the choral 
warm-up process. This encompasses the concept that 
one of  the purposes of  the warm-up is to enhance fo-
cus.44 In line with this perspective, Peter Hunt recog-
nizes that some groups may require additional support 
aligning their mental focus with their physical presence. 
Hunt, therefore, advocates for a group warm-up that 
not only establishes a musical connection but also serves 
as a focusing activity.45 Similarly, John Hylton recom-
mends the use of  focusing activities to encourage sing-
ers to think as a cohesive ensemble.46 

Recommendations and Considerations  
in Defining Vocal Warm-Ups for Choirs

Despite the distinct pedagogical differences between 
choral singing and solo singing, the choral director is 
in a position to address and accommodate dual goals 
by supporting individuals within the group setting by 
focusing on essential vocal concepts and techniques.47 
However, Duane Cottrell reports that choral directors 
express a sense of  being underprepared to integrate the 
most recent discoveries in voice science and pedagogy 
into their practice.48 Frauke Haasemann and James 
Mark Jordan highlight the convergence of  teachings, 
emphasizing that both voice instructors and choral in-
structors prioritize key aspects such as proper breathing, 
posture, vocal range, creating resonating capacity, and 
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vocal flexibility.49 By leveraging these shared principles, 
the choral director can effectively nurture individuals 
and foster their growth, paving the way for their success 
within the ensemble and beyond.

In recognition of  the duality of  choral directors’ 
influence, there is an opportunity to provide guidance 
and instruction to choral singers for the development 
of  essential skills for effective participation while equip-
ping them with the necessary tools to enhance individ-
ual vocal technique. It is appropriate to note though 
that both solo and choral singers must adjust their vocal 
technique to accommodate the distinct requirements 
of  each context.50 This entails adapting phonation and 
articulation to achieve a vocal “blend” while also main-
taining engaged respiration, physical freedom, and vo-
cal flexibility. The latter essential elements are shared 
by both solo and choral singing.51 In the context of  any 
singing training, teachers should adopt distinct and in-
tentional approaches to warm-ups used in lessons, re-
hearsals, and preperformance.52 Simply going through 
a standard routine of  vocal exercises without intent 
serves no purpose.53 

To attain optimal outcomes, it is crucial for teachers 
and directors to set clear objectives for both choir and 
solo singers and to customize vocal exercises according-
ly.54 By adapting their methods to support the unique 
needs and goals of  individual performers, singing voice 
teachers can provide tailored guidance and ensure that 
warm-up routines align effectively with the specific re-
quirements of  solo singing. Similarly, in adopting a dual 
role, choral directors can design warm-ups that account 
for the types of  warm-ups suited to their groups and to 
the development of  the singers within them.

When preparing for performance, in our experience 
it is crucial to create warm-up routines that recognize 
both the physical and psychological aspects of  singing, 
all aimed at achieving captivating and engaging per-
formances. Such warm-ups may encompass a range of  
rituals, vocal exercises, and mental strategies designed 
to enhance confidence, concentration, and overall stage 
presence. Unlike vocal function and technique exercis-
es geared towards voice production and development, 
pre-performance warm-ups create a state of  readiness 
and cultivate an optimal performance mindset for both 
solo singers and choir members alike. Therefore, choral 
directors might wish to reflect on how to best tailor their 

warm-up routines for the different requirements of  re-
hearsal and performance.

The duality of  the choral director’s role presents 
immense potential for integrating effective warm-ups 
that address both the physiological and psychologi-
cal dimensions of  the singing voice. However, to fully 
leverage this potential, it is essential for voice profes-
sionals (choral directors, singing voice teachers, speech 
pathologists, voice researchers) to bridge the gap in ter-
minologies and methods. This has the potential then 
to establish a cohesive and comprehensive framework 
for warming up. The first step in this direction is to 
recognise that any singing—whether choral or solo—
exists on a continuum, from initiation of  tone (where 
warming up is usually undertaken), to more target-
ed and technical exercises, to rehearsing repertoire, 
and ultimately, to performance. When seen this way, 
warming-up a choir for routine rehearsal (including 
achieving mental focus and technical development) or 
warming up for performance (to achieve energized, 
confident performance readiness) should take different 
forms and contexts. Based on the literature detailed in 
our discussion, we make the following distinctions in 
categorizing choral warm-ups and their contexts that 
bridge the fields of  singing voice pedagogy and voice 
science: (a) preparation exercises, (b) functional exercis-
es for efficient and healthy vocal delivery, (c) vocal tech-
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nique and expression exercises for specific skill acquisi-
tion, and (d) preperformance exercise routines. Table 
1 provides a summary of  these categories along with 
their context and related considerations, examples, or 
outcomes. These are broadly presented; each style of  
singing would have its own proclivities for classical and 
contemporary stylisms.

We envisage that the distinctions provided in Table 
1 will assist in clarifying warm-ups and their contexts. 
This is particularly relevant to the duality of  the choral 
director role. Despite conflicting research results iden-
tifying differences in the self-perception of  singers and 
other measures, it remains judicious to continue warm-
ing up the voice. Broadly, though, research is needed 
to explore the impact of  warm-ups on executive func-
tions such as attention, focus, and memory in relation 
to performance preparation. Additionally, considering 
that singers perceive warm-ups as being beneficial, in-
vestigating the role of  warm-ups as psychological or 
mind–body preparations, alongside their physiological 
aspects, is warranted. 

Conclusion
As the literature identifies, the role of  a choir direc-

tor in music education can extend far beyond leading 
a choral ensemble. In recognizing the influential role 
of  choral directors as primary voice teachers for many 
singers, a collaborative path between choral singing, 
singing voice pedagogy and voice science, that maxi-
mizes the benefits of  warm-ups and nurtures the true 
potential of  our students’ voices is justified. In the con-
text of  the choir, warm-ups require consideration of  
the group context and its situation, the body/mind 
connection, vocal production for efficient delivery, the 
acquisition of  vocal and musical skills, and the facili-
tation of  preperformance confidence. These consider-
ations cross physiological and psychological boundaries 
and bridge the knowledges afforded by singing voice 
pedagogy and voice science. 

Regina McAllen has been a choral music educator 
and voice teacher in New Jersey for thirty years and 
is a PhD candidate at the University of  Southern 
Queensland, Toowoomba, Australia.
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Table 1. Choral warm-up contexts, categories, and considerations/examples. 

Context Preparation Functional Technical/Expressive Pre-performance

Nonverbal Movement Breathing for singing Breath management
Gestures	

Readiness
Context dependent

Vocal Sounds Vowels
Articulation
Registration

Range extension 
Resonance	

Selected exercises

Physiological Breathing Tone initiation
Balanced/flow phonation
Vocal health

Specific skill development 
Expressive techniques

Selected repertoire

Psychological Focus Focus Focus Focus 
Confidence
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Melissa Forbes is an associate professor in contempo-
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When you reflect on your years in the classroom 
and on the podium, what moments made you 
feel most deeply connected to your calling as an 
educator?

In 1999 I was conducting the first conference per-

CHORAL  CHORAL  
 CONVERSATIONS CONVERSATIONS

formance in my life, and I was terrified. I felt so in-
secure and nervous that my lips stuck to my teeth. I 
wanted to smile when I turned toward the audience, 
but all that would form was what must have looked like 
a meager grimace. As I turned back toward the choir, it 
felt like home, safety, security, community. While I felt 
very small when facing the audience, that feeling juxta-
posed with the peace that enveloped me when I faced 
the choir gave me a heightened awareness of  what trust 
in the ensemble provided for each member. 

That brief  moment just before the first downbeat can hold 
so much—hand on heart, tethered together from many rehearsals 
and shared stories. The work is done. Trust has been established. 
We know what will happen, what our intentions are—the nu-
ances, the ability to not manufacture music but to allow it to 
unfold again with some fluctuations in tempo, dynamic, tenuto, 
rallentando; it can be new this time too. Pulse increasing, eyes 
brimming… it’s just about to happen. Yes, that brief  moment 
can hold so much, and if  we are awake and aware, that can be a 
treasured part of  the performance too, and it is often a remarkably 
sweet one as time stands still. 

Another moment that made me feel connected to my 
calling occurred in the rehearsal hall. Like most choral 
conductors, I have an affection for words. Sometimes 

A Conversation with Mark Lawley 
with Donathan Chang and Yoojin Muhn
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I would bring a song to the rehearsal that we were not 
practicing and just allow the message of  the song to 
speak for itself. These were carefully selected songs with 
lyrics that I hoped might find a resting place deep with-
in their hearts or cause a worried mind to relax a bit. 
On this particular day, I had selected This Journey Is My 
Own by Sara Groves. One of  my students left the room 
that day with tears in her eyes and told me, “I needed 
every word of  that song today.” The connection these 
lyrics made with her served as an encouragement to me 
to keep choosing literature (both vocal and written) that 
would put words of  hope, healing, and strength on the 
minds and voices of  the singers in my classroom.

In an era that often prioritizes outcomes over 
process, how did you protect space for vulnera-
bility, wonder, and joy in your rehearsals? Over 
four decades, were there core values or beliefs 
left untouched even as your methods and the 
world around you changed?

I think you can have it all: process/journey, out-
comes/success, vulnerability, wonder, and joy! I cer-
tainly was not the same teacher in year one as I am 
now. When I was in seventh grade, I recall reading a 
poem where the author was swinging high over a green 
pasture-like setting. He allowed his mind to dream 
while determining that he would never lose that child-
like sense of  wonderment and awe. My seventh-grade 
self  decided the same. I was never going to stuff my 
enthusiasm, my joie de vivre, or my exclamations when 
some thrilling sound made my spirit soar. So, when the 
choir was singing well, I would let out a whoop of  joy! 
I once stopped a concert mid-song to just unload all 
the emotion that was welling up in my heart. I shared 
how there were so many “best sounds” that each singer 
brought to the chorus, but we had to come to an agree-
ment about tone color, technique, and even vibrato. I 
shared with the audience that some of  the singers had 
to abandon their “best sound” for the good of  the en-
semble. 

In addition, I selected music that affected me emo-
tionally. I recall sitting in my kitchen, listening to possi-
ble literature for the coming fall. One song stirred me 
so much that I felt my pulse quicken, and I had to stand 

up. Other songs tendered me; my body felt what can 
best be described as a melting heart. I shared all of  
these experiences with the choir while I explained why 
I had selected each song.

Another belief  I have not changed is that I always 
wanted choir to be an experience; and while most re-
hearsals didn’t allow much time for sharing, I made 
sure each week to have at least one opportunity for 
choir members to share. For example, I would ask the 
entire choir to stand and one at a time quickly share 
something they liked about another member in the 
choir. They were not allowed to say something shal-
low like, “Hey, nice shoes!” Some of  their tributes were 
so heartfelt that either the speaker and or the receiver 
were moved to tears. As we began to know each other 
more deeply, appreciation grew in our hearts. I firmly 
believe that it influenced our sound as we bonded to-
gether. The sound of  a choir who knows and loves each 
other is palpable.

Through the emotional highs and lows of  teach-
ing, what habits helped you sustain your pas-
sion and presence to show up fully for your stu-
dents without losing yourself  in the process?

I recall being in a rehearsal with eighty-five high 
school singers and feeling like I was the only one in the 
room who truly cared. I had a choice to be annoyed or 
draw a line in the sand and step over it with renewed 
vigor. And that’s precisely what I did. I decided to care 
not only one hundred percent for myself, but also for 
the eighty-five others in the room. Undeterred by their 
apathy, I dug passionately into the rehearsing and shar-
ing, and over time I think it caused the students to join 
me. I refer to it as not allowing the smudge of  some-
one’s lack of  effort to dull your shine. Sing on! Shine 
on! Play on! 

If  there were specific lows, we would have what 
some refer to as a “choirside chat” where I addressed 
the elephant in the room. For example, “I was disap-
pointed in yesterday’s rehearsal, but it is in the past. We 
have today, and here are the specific things I need from 
each of  you to bring this music to life as we honor the 
composer’s intention.”

I would also share with the choir if  I had a day when 
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I felt low. I would tell them that they didn’t deserve any 
less than my very best, so I was checking the luggage 
of  my “low” at the door while bringing my best self  to 
them. The luggage would be there for me to claim on 
my way out of  the room. I encouraged them to do the 
same. I think this kind of  openness built compassion 
and care in our ensemble, and again, I feel like it posi-
tively affected the sound of  the chorus.

Finally, I kept every card or email I received from 
anyone that was positive. Over the years I placed the 
cards between books on the bookshelf, and to my great 
delight, when I pulled a book off the shelf, often a card 
or two would fall to the floor. After the reading them, 
my heart was encouraged to go on and provide the 
kinds of  experiences described in the card for my cur-
rent ensembles.

Do you recall a particular moment when your 
role shifted from conductor to mentor? Was 
there a moment when a student challenged 
your perspective or inspired you to grow in 
an unexpected way? What did that experience 
teach you?

The more I aged, the more often I received ques-
tions from students, parents, and colleagues, and I un-
officially added mentor to my role in the classroom and 
in the profession over time. When I began my master’s 
degree in choral conducting with Dr. Guy Webb, he 
said to me, “I know some things, and I would be glad to 
share them with you.” That’s precisely how I feel about 
mentoring and coaching: I share what I know. Whatev-
er was speaking to me professionally and personally, I 
shared with the choir.

For example, when I was reading The Fred Factor by 
Mark Sanborn, I sometimes read a paragraph or just 
a line to the class. When I finished the book, I gave the 
choir an assignment to write a paper on a “Fred” that 
they knew. Some wrote about teachers, coaches, and 
youth leaders, and to my delight, some of  them wrote 
about another singer in the choir. I read excerpts of  the 
papers that were written about choir members aloud 
to the choir. I never revealed who wrote the paper, but 
often the choir would guess who the paper was about.

I did have a student challenge me one time. The 

student’s supportive father informed me that his son 
had “cancelled” me. I was bewildered by this, as I had 
the student as a singer from childhood through high 
school. I learned that the student did not like that I 
sometimes used funny voices, and though he was not 
personally offended, he felt there could be others in the 
room who took my characterizations personally. I en-
couraged him to try to look at the heart of  intention 
of  the person who might be the offender and wonder 
if  their intention was to offend. Though it took me off 
guard, in the end I was thankful for this encounter be-
cause it caused me to pause and more carefully consid-
er the way I was communicating with the choir. 

Choirs are often sanctuaries for those who do 
not fit elsewhere. What advice do you have for 
fostering belonging and trust within an ensem-
ble?

I believe the best way to foster belonging and trust 
is to model it in the way you interact with the choir. I 
taught high school choir for most of  my career, and 
there were discipline issues to deal with at times. I al-
ways made sure the student understood the day after 
the discipline that they had a clean slate. There would 
be no lording over them or grudge holding. If  needed, 
we can incorporate restorative practices, which leads to 
healthy personal relationships as well as a supportive 
culture. 

One of  our goals was to really honor one another, 
to listen without judgment, and to replace negativity 
with redirection to positivity. While I was initially not a 
fan of  ice breakers because they seemed like a waste of  
time, over time I experienced how a well-constructed 
ice breaker created a community of  trust. I incorpo-
rated “Fan Mail Friday” at both the high school and 
the university level. At the high school level, students 
wrote letters to others in the ensemble, sharing with 
specificity ways they admired one another. Similar to 
the “Fred” assignment mentioned earlier, I never re-
vealed the letter writer, but I presented the letter to the 
recipient after I had read it aloud. At the university 
level, I reached out to parents to write letters to their 
students. This sharing had a simultaneously softening 
effect while knitting us together as a community.
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How did failure—whether artistic, personal, or 
institutional—shape your growth as a teacher 
and leader? 

I once wrote an article for the MCDA Reporter ti-
tled “Embracing Failure.” While we don’t set out to 
fail, when you compare the lists of  things you learn 
when you are successful to the list of  things you can 
learn when you fail, the failure list is longer and, hon-
estly, richer. So, without being bitter, press pause and 
see what there is to learn. One way I accomplished 
this was reading judges’ remarks out loud to ensem-
bles and sometimes to the audience at a concert. Early 
in my career, I cringed hearing constructive criticisms 
because I felt like I had failed the choir. Once I learned 
to embrace the imagined “failure,” we all grew. When I 
read the positive remarks to the choir or audience, they 
were directed to respond with an audible “HUZZAH!” 

When I read constructive criticisms, the students and 
audience would respond with an equally enthusiastic, 
“WE CAN DO BETTER!” This grew to be fun and 
oh so healthy. It took the burden off me, as we agreed 
that we could join in on the solutions while zestfully 
celebrating the successes.

You now teach and mentor over seventy stu-
dents in your private studio. What have you dis-
covered about the art of  teaching in this new 
chapter, and how does it compare to your years 
in public education? 

Once I announced my retirement, I kept receiv-
ing inquiries about teaching private lessons, and it 
just seemed to grow itself. It is immensely rewarding 
to share what my teachers taught me with my private 
piano and voice students. It keeps me fresh, as I have 
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students from first grade through university. It is a new 
chapter for me and equally as rewarding as work in the 
classroom and rehearsal hall. 

My vision for the studio included a very comfortable 
overstuffed chair for sometimes weary parents to sit in 
and enjoy hearing their child perform and grow. Re-
cently a parent texted me this sweet sentiment: “This 
week has been physically and emotionally demanding. 
I’m struggling to just keep my head above water. But, 
in all the chaos there is this chair. When I sit here, my 
troubles disappear for thirty minutes. Here I listen to 
my favorite vocalist and get lost in the music.” Mission 
for the parent chair accomplished!

I wondered if  I would miss the podium after all those 
years of  immensely enjoying conducting, but in addi-
tion to teaching privately, I also have the opportunity to 
guest conduct honor choirs, and I love it! While I don’t 
have a choir I regularly conduct, I do have a couple of  
ideas about starting new ensembles in my community. 
The time is not now, but I can see myself  having a choir 
or two again in the future.

Looking back at your career, what three things 
would you tell your younger self ? (This question 
was supplied by the previous Choral Conver-
sations interviewee. See “A Conversation with 
Pearl Shangkuan,” Choral Journal March/April 
2025.)

First, draw a circle around your choir and keep them 
at the focus of  your care and leadership. Worry not 
about the stamp of  approval from others at the school 
or in the area or in the profession. Resist comparison, 
as that will leave you feeling better or worse than you 
ought. Care for the choir, and they in turn will care for 
each other and often for you.

Second, you don’t have to know everything! One 
hallmark quality of  teachers and especially conductors 
is that they love to help. If  you do not know the pronun-
ciation, ask. If  you don’t know how to plan a tour, ask. 
If  you do not know the rules and expectations for an 
event, ask. If  you don’t know IPA or solfège or perfor-
mance practices, ask. And ask right away! You’ll find, 
as I did, that the choral world will trip over itself  to help 
you; you just have to ask. 

Finally, take your choir out to perform often. I was so 
hesitant to do this when I was a young teacher. I had lit-
tle confidence in my ability, and I felt insecure and em-
barrassed by my own work. However, once I got over 
myself  and started having my choir perform more, they 
rose to the occasion. No one wants to be embarrassed, 
so they worked harder to bring excellence, and then 
the reward of  the rush after an exciting performance 
paid off. If  you’re early for a performance, stop by a gas 
station and sing one of  your songs. Sing at halftime of  a 
basketball tournament. Sing for the school assemblies. 
Tour the elementaries, carol at Christmas, and take the 
choir to the office on the principal’s birthday to sing!

I once took the choir to in-school suspension when 
one of  our singers landed in there, and we sang for 
them. They loved it! Sing in the school commons as the 
school gathers in the morning. Audition to sing other 
places. We once auditioned to sing at the tournament 
of  the sweet sixteen and sang for the Stanford game. 
What a rush! We sang for the St. Louis Cardinals, the 
St. Louis Rams, our home baseball and soccer teams, 
football games, basketball games, the Harlem Globe-
trotters, and we flash-mobbed everywhere we could. 
During COVID, we gave parking lot concerts and sang 
at a nursing home outside the building, making our 
way around the entire building singing songs for the 
residents. They cried and we cried!

Please provide a question for the next Choral 
Conversations interviewee.

What are some of  your most memorable choral 
works you have programmed? Why did you program 
them, and what was the result for the singers and the 
audience? 

Donathan Chang is a former conducting student of  
Mark Lawley’s, and his wife, Dr. Yoojin Muhn, is the 
director of  choral activities at the University of  Texas 
at San Antonio. Mark, Donathan, and Yoojin have re-
mained in contact over the years while sharing conver-
sations about the choral profession.
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Music has a powerful influence over how we think, 
feel, and express ourselves. We can be influenced by the 
movement of  melodies, richness of  harmonies, pow-
er of  lyrics, and styles that transport us to a different 
world, connecting us with people and stories outside 
our own lived experiences.

Culturally relevant music in education aims to “af-
firm diverse cultural characteristics, perspectives, and 
experiences and use them to form bridges”1 among 
performers and the audience. This type of  music often 
brings styles from outside perspectives into a different 
setting, exposing its audience to a new point of  view 
on both the music and context from which that style 
can be found. Composers such as Omar Thomas, Mi-
chele Fernandez, and Mark Camphouse have pushed 
this idea even further by using their music as a way to 
highlight important social conversations. Topics such 
as the Civil Rights Movement, child neglect, and social 
injustice have all been subjects of  recent culturally rel-
evant pieces, and Rollo Dilworth’s Weather, composed 
in 2021, is a powerful addition to this classification of  
music.2 

Weather is a setting of  New York University profes-
sor Claudia Rankine’s poem of  the same title to var-
ious musical settings that all reflect traditionally Afri-

can American musical styles including spirituals, jazz, 
blues, and gospel. The poem “was written in reflection 
of  the tragic and unnecessary death of  George Floyd in 
May of  2020, influenced by racism and social injustice 
that remains in the United States today.”3 Rankine’s 
words are striking and paint a clear picture of  the Afri-
can American experience during the pandemic:

Weather

On a scrap of  paper in the archive is written
I have forgotten my umbrella. Turns out
in a pandemic everyone, not just the philosopher,
is without. We scramble in the drought of  informa-

tion
held back by inside traders. Drop by drop. Face
covering? No, yes. Social distancing? Six feet
under for underlying conditions. Black.
Just us and the blues kneeling on a neck
with the full weight of  a man in blue.
Eight minutes and forty-six seconds.
In extremis, I can’t breathe gives way
to asphyxiation, to giving up this world,
and then mama, called to, a call
to protest, fire, glass, say their names, say

Rollo Dilworth’s Weather 

By Sarah Campbell
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their names, white silence equals violence,
the violence of  again, a militarized police
force teargassing, bullets ricochet, and civil
unrest taking it, burning it down. Whatever
contracts keep us social compel us now
to disorder the disorder. Peace. We’re out
to repair the future. There’s an umbrella
by the door, not for yesterday but for the weather
that’s here. I say weather but I mean
a form of  governing that deals out death
and names it living. I say weather but I mean
a November that won’t be held off. This time
nothing, no one forgotten. We are here for the storm
that’s storming because what’s taken matters.

“Weather” Copyright © 2020 by Claudia Rankine.
Quoted in full text with permission of  the author. 
All rights reserved.  

Dilworth comments in the Composer’s Notes that 
the title immediately resonated with him as a “con-
tranym” (a word with contradictory meaning), and he 
saw how he could create music that would not “detract 
from such a powerful and multi-dimensional sequenc-
ing of  words.”4 The word “weather” has several defini-
tions: to withstand, to wear away, and the state of  the 
atmosphere at a place and time.5 In both the poem and 
piece for choir, wind ensemble, and piano, all three of  
these definitions can be found in subtle ways, showing 
the complexity of  the art and the context that served as 
the composer’s inspiration. 

Musical Analysis 
Dilworth breaks down this eighteen-minute work 

into six distinct sections: The Mediation, The Margin-
alization, The Memorial, The Meltdown, The March, 
and The Mobilization. Each of  these sections rep-
resents the stages of  a social movement, signifying the 
entire body of  the piece as a reflection of  the section 
title’s course of  action. Each section has its own char-
acter that builds off the section prior both harmonically 
and stylistically, implying that each stage of  a move-
ment needs the others to flourish. 

Section 1: The Meditation
The opening section of  Weather depicts a storm ap-

proaching in the distance brought to life by a thunder 
sheet that crescendos from piano to forte over a twenty-sev-
en-bar intro. Not only do these first measures set the 
scene for the “storm” and melodic theme, they also 
serve as the second numerical reference to George 
Floyd—the first being the opening tempo marking of  
46 bpm (his age at the time of  his death) and the be-
ginning twenty-seven measures referring to the number 
of  times Floyd said, “I can’t breathe,” while under the 
police officer’s knee. 

This subset in the opening section is reflective and 
mimics the style of  a traditional march. The melodic 
theme, based in E major, stems from a traditional Afri-
can spiritual Stand the Storm, which shares many similar-
ities with Rankine’s poem’s themes of  “remembrance, 
resistance, and resilience in the pursuit of  social jus-
tice.”6 

The march-like style continues in accompanying 
instruments as vocalists enter in measure 28 with the 
text of  the poem: “on a scrap of  paper in the archive 
is written.” This eighteen-bar section features heavily 
layered voices and strict rhythms in percussion. From 
this texture blooms a very intense invitation into the 
next musical style. 

Measures 46–74 bring a new style into the piece 
reminiscent of  classical and gospel music. As Dilworth 
begins the transition into the next section, chords and 
rhythms begin to deconstruct, layer, and reconstruct 
themselves before firmly landing in G major at mea-
sure 75. 

Section 2: The Marginalization
In this section, Dilworth writes a twelve-bar blues ac-

companiment to a spectacular vocal display. The music 
transports the listener to a time where the blues were 
rising in popularity as a secular music style—the 1920s, 
where “African Americans faced poverty, discrimina-
tion, and an overall diminished quality of  life…. It 
seemed appropriate to set this portion of  the poem in a 
blues style, for the words reflect elements of  a dark past 
that continue to linger in the present.”7

While all the text in this section is important, one 
line stands out in relation to the style of  music: “just us, 
and the blues, kneeling on a neck with the full weight 
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of  a man in blue.” The voice parts are arranged in such 
a way that the meaning of  the word “blues” can be 
interpreted in two ways: first, in reference to the mu-
sical style of  this section, or second, the way Rankine 
intended in reference to the police force. Either way, 
Dilworth is incorporating a significant style that is vital 
to the history of  African American music that serves 
as an acknowledgement of  both the musical and social 
experience of  people of  color in the United States. 

The next subsection of  “The Marginalization” is 
more impactful when looking at the score than it might 
be to the listener. Measures 114–62 rotate between 8/8, 
4/4, and 6/8 to reflect the amount of  time (8 minutes 
and 46 seconds) that Floyd spent under the knee of  the 
police officer. This metric pattern continues for sever-
al measures while the text “eight-minutes and forty-six 
seconds” is layered on top (Figure 1). 

As the choir sings “in extremis” in measure 147, the 
meter pattern changes from the original (8/8, 4/4, 6/8) 
to a pattern that reflects the actual time that Floyd was 
knelt on: 9:29 (9/8, 2/4, 9/8). Finally, Dilworth adds a 
woodblock line of  even quarter notes, which represents 

a clock ticking. At the end of  this section, the music 
becomes very intense with low brass playing accented 
eighth-note arpeggios that add to the tension in the 
text. The words “I can’t breathe” are sung twenty-sev-
en times in this section (Figure 2 on the next page). 

The stressful cry for help in the music continues to 
build for several more measures with tense voice parts 
of  “the sound of  someone being choked to death,” 
which add to the overall volume and intensity of  the 
piece and create a sense of  unity between the choir and 
wind ensemble. These gasping voice parts bring the 
meaning of  the text and music to a much deeper level 
and call attention to how uncomfortable and disturbing 
these moments are. 

	
Section 3: The Memorial

“The Memorial” is set to a spiritual style call-and-
response. In this section, Dilworth offers a personal 
response to Rankine’s invitation to “say their names.”  
This is derived from #sayhername, a hashtag that orig-
inated following the death of  Briana Taylor in 2020. In 
addition to this text, Dilworth provides sixteen names 
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of  people of  color who lost their lives due to systemic 
racism and policing in the United States and encourag-
es the ensemble to learn their stories. Similar to how a 
choir will respond to a preacher or minister in a Black 
church, the choir repeats each name following a soloist  
speaker’s “call,” adding both to the interactivity and 
the social movement surrounding the hashtag. 

While contextually this section is somber, the music 
is slighty upbeat in this gospel style. The juxtaposition 
of  the music to text can be interpreted in many ways. 
One possible interpretation is guided by the history of  
the music style: spiritual music originated from African 
American churches in the nineteenth century, often ex-
pressing hope, faith, and resilience. Similarly, this sec-
tion of  music is transforming the darkness surrounding 
these deaths into a purpose for movement and mobili-
zation. 

Section 4: The Meltdown 
Typically, before an idea can become a movement, 

there is an event or experience where those living 
through oppression break under the weight that has 
been forced on their shoulders. These are moments of  
confusion, stress, and angst, which are exactly the emo-
tions Dilworth aims to portray. Built on an octatonic 
scale, this section is meant to feel “dark and unsettling.”8 
The melody ascends chromatically over a D chord from 
the bass, which adds to the agitated feeling of  uneasiness 
and unrest that was felt throughout 2020 (Figure 3 on 
the next page). 

The text in this section is reflective, working with the 
music to create the feelings it stirs in its audience. As said 
in the poem, “The violence of  again, a militarized po-
lice force, teargassing, bullets ricochet, and civil unrest 
taking it burning it down.” In terms of  internal imagery, 
this is the most violent and literal section of  the poem. 
The last line, “burning it down,” melodically reaches the 
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highest point in this section before descending rapidly 
on a vocal glissando. Following this symbolic auditory 
illusion of  “burning it down,” the instrumental part is 
fast, tense, and accented. 

Section 5: The March 
As the birth of  this revolution continues in the text, 

the music arrives at the most active part of  the move-
ment. The music and text promote unity between the 
parts and in the larger context of  the social movement. 
The melody in this section is complete with foot stomps 
from the choir to add to the imagery of  the piece. 
When voices enter on the text, “whatever contracts 
keep us social, compel us now to disorder the disorder,” 
they layer on top of  each other in the style of  a fugue 
(Figure 4). 

As this section progresses, harmonies become stron-
ger and more complex. Each part creates and supports 

lush, moving moments, particularly when the wind en-
semble has a more supportive role in measure 243. The 
final measures in this section bring the return of  the 
symbolic time signature pattern from Section 2—8/8, 
4/4, 6/4—allowing the piece to become cyclical; its 
call to action is fed by pain of  the past while looking 
into the future as the final section of  this piece begins. 

Section 6: The Mobilization
“Peace.” One word shifts the tone of  the entire 

piece. The final lines of  the poem Weather are a signal 
to unity and resolve, giving direction and hope to the 
cause of  social justice. Dilworth reflects this musically 
by bringing back “Stand the Storm” in the instrumen-
tal forces, this time in C major, in a gospel-style setting 
in 6/4. The music is hopeful, reminiscent, and familiar 
to the audience. Several moments in this section recall 
earlier moments from the piece, such as the thunder 
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sheet entrance in measure 271 to represent the “storm” 
that must be “weathered.” 

Dilworth takes his time building this section, care-
fully crafting harmonies to create a sense of  stability in 
the key and chord choices before adapting the instru-
mentation to be reflective of  the opening twenty-seven 
bars of  the piece, once again making the music and 
movement cyclical. The ending is grand, full of  fanfare 
and pride, an appropriate finale to the story. Built off 
a triumphant C Major chord, the final moments are 
hopeful and resolved. 

Conclusion 
Rollo Dilworth’s Weather, with text from Claudia 

Rankine’s poem of  the same title, is a powerful compo-
sition that reflects, honors, and expands on the African 
American experience during the height of  2020. Dil-
worth writes in several different styles throughout the 
piece, each one adding musical and contextual symbol-
ism. He draws inspiration from gospel, blues, spirituals, 
and classical traditions to support powerful and mov-
ing text, adding atmosphere and auditory symbolism 
to this work. 

By connecting to the style, melodies, and rhythms 
of  music, listeners can connect with Rankine’s text 
on a deeper level. Dilworth creates incredible settings 
that are full of  imagery and allusion and has provid-
ed space for the listener to connect with the African 
American experience of  2020, regardless of  their pri-
or knowledge or background on the broader context. 
With more culturally relevant pieces like Weather, social 
movements can propel forward into new communities 
and truly connect us as one people through the power 
of  music. 

Sarah Campbell is a music education student at 
Penn State University and a member of  the Schreyers 
Honor College. sclillian77@gmail.com
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2 The editor would like to note that the composer was consult-
ed on the final draft of  this article.
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4 Rollo Dilworth, Weather, Composer’s Notes (2021): 1–8.  
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