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ensemble leaders, we place
value on the group experi-
S ence. The result of our score
study, rehearsal planning, and

concert preparation is to create a meaningful
experience for the ensemble members and for
the audience. For those who guide ensembles
in the schools, or work with inexperienced or
developing musicians, the list of responsibil-
ities includes not only large group leadership
but also meaningful learning for each ensem-
ble member. The group we guide is composed
of individuals, each of whom must learn and
grow, and use their individual skills to contrib-
ute to the final performance. A moving and
enjoyable rehearsal experience may be reward-
ing, but can we ensure that the experience is
also educationally sound? As we plan ensemble
rehearsals that nourish the spirits of our sing-
ers, should we also provide experiences that
educate them?

In our work to emphasize the unification of
the group, we can overlook the individuals of
whom the group is built. Ensemble music in the
schools has the responsibility to provide lasting
individual music learning for each individual
student. Sadly, however “music performance
instruction in North American schools typi-
cally involves large-group instruction in bands,
choirs and orchestras where the needs and
priorities of the ensemble can often outweigh
those of any given individual.”

ChorUS or Cholr

How do you refer to your ensembles? Do
the terms you use to describe your groups ac-
curately represent the individuals who sing in
them? The terms we use for our ensembles
may indicate differences that are overlooked
but offer insights that could guide our practice
and help us ensure the richest experience for
each of our singers. Consider the two most
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commonly used terms: Chorus or Choir. The
difference between these terms points to an
important truth that should guide our prepa-
rations. There are actually two entities in our
rehearsal room at the same time: 1) the choir,
composed of the individuals in the room, and
2) the chorus, the group itself. While common-
ly used as synonyms, should they be? Careful
consideration of these terms may provide im-
portant insight into aspects of our instruction
and our students’ ensemble experiences and
learning,

Linguistically, these terms have strong and
consistent interactions. Historically, however,
they come from different environments that
indicate some potentially important differences
that can inform our practices. While over time
each term has collected multiple definitions
and usage, for this illustration we will focus on
the chorus of Greek drama and the choir of
the western cathedral tradition.

The HRhoros of ancient Greek tragedy was
a group of performers who dressed, moved,
and spoke in unison to comment on the action
of the main characters. There is some debate
among academics of theater history, but mem-
bers of the khoros may have dressed in iden-
tical robes and masks to hide their identities
and underscore the non-individualized role of
the group. In contrast, the Chou; as an architec-
tural term, identifies the portion of the cathe-
dral between the nave and the altar, and is also
used to describe those who occupy that space.
The choir was often furnished with choir stalls,
which are elaborate, enclosed individual areas
in which the clergy and singers could stand, sit,
and kneel to carry out their individual duties
during the service.

Each term contains an internal reference to
the social context of its origin. The chorus con-
tained an expectation of large group anonymity
and collective action. The individual was min-
imized to heighten the effect and importance
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of the assembled group as a unified body. The essential
aspect of the chorus was the idea of “us,” whereas, in
organization, format, logistics, and even theology, the
choir environment contains a foundational difference. It
1s a collection of individuals. From the individual place-
ment of the singers in their stall, to the expectation that
each person is acting in personal worship, the term choir
contains an expectation of individual responsibility and
individual action. Yes, there is an “I” in choir. While we
are not advocating the use of one term over the other,
the differences contained within our most commonly
used terms may provide an important and useful insight
to guide our teaching and ensemble leadership.

The Dualism of
the Choral Experience

This difference between these terms hints at a dualism
in the choral experience that is frequently overlooked
and often misunderstood. While we may assume that in
most classes the individuals are learning, in an ensemble
setting, our performance emphasis often reveals that the
group is the focus of the experience. Most classrooms
appear similar to an outsider: one teacher in the front
leading a group of students who are all engaged in the
same activity. Yet, there is an important aspect to our
experience that makes it particularly challenging, valu-
able, and unique. All other classrooms in our schools,
even those that employ “group learning” strategies, have
a final outcome of an individual test. The teacher may
speak to the group, and guide group discussion, and even
guide well-organized team-based learning activities, but
behind it all 1s the understanding that the final measure
will be the student’s proof of individual learning. Where-
as, for almost all of our activities, the final measure is
intended to be a collective outcome, an aggregate of the
work contributed by each. Where all other learning ex-
periences have an individual test as the intended result,
the ensemble concert is unique in providing our students
with a group or collective outcome.

Consider a typical math class. The instructor talks to
the group, teaches to the group, and eventually tests the
group. The instructor may answer individual questions
to address individual problems as they arise. The instruc-
tor will likely check for understanding in a variety of
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ways including questioning strategies: “Any questions?”
or ““Tommy, are you with us on this?” followed by a head
nod or thumbs-up. Regardless of teaching strategy or
rhetoric, there remains an unspoken understanding that
the onus is on each student, and each student knows
it because the test is individually graded. A few gifted
mathematicians don’t help the room suddenly “math”
better on tests. The final outcome is not determined by
the group score.

In the choral setting a similar scenario might include,
“Any questions in this section? It seems to be coming
along.” or “Tommy, are you finding your pitch going
into the ‘B’ section?” To what end are these students
preparing? Against what measure do these students
compare their success? How do we show that each stu-
dent is improving at choral singing? Many argue that
our performances are our tests. While the conductor
and the ensemble may be evaluated publicly, students
are not graded individually in this public setting, not
even a large-ensemble contest or festival. The job of
each student in the math class is to absorb and process
the material, even when presented to the group, so they
can exhibit individual mastery. What is the job of each
student in the ensemble? When the final measure for the
chorus is the concert performance, what is the ultimate
goal for the individual? Is it only to sing well in perfor-
mance? What about the less-than-accurate singer or the
extremely self-conscious voice? For those members, the
goal is often to contribute what little they can—or think
they can—to the whole or simply to stay out of the way.
Take as an example this teaching sequence:

The director stops the group and asks them to repeat
a section. This time, Tommy chooses not to sing and
leaves out the musical element with which he has been
struggling. After the repeat, the director enthusiastical-
ly praises the group on an improved sound. In fact, the
group does sound better, but what has Tommy learned?
Not how to improve individually, but instead, when not
to sing. Thatis a significant but unintended consequence.

The dualism revealed in our classrooms takes the
form of two simultaneous experiences: the group event,
and a parallel individual event. These experiences, while
reflected in our terminology, are often not represented in
our actions. In fact, most are unaware that either event
1s taking place, yet the differing social contexts exist si-
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multaneously in each moment of each rehearsal. Is the
moment intended for a group outcome, or an individu-
al outcome? Is it for the performance of the group, or
the learning of the individual? This brings us to a key
point that must guide our decisions. Groups don’t learn,
individuals do, and individuals within groups still learn
individually.

Self-Regulated Learning

There is a growing body of intriguing research in an
area of cognitive development that may provide a per-
spective on how individual learners within the ensem-
ble acquire the tools necessary to monitor and control
their own thoughts, behaviors, and attentional resourc-
es to improve their performance? Self-regulated learn-
ing (SRL) refers to a set of strategies or habits-of-mind
that learners use to take control of their own learning.
Schunk and Zimmerman define SRL as, “learning that
occurs largely from the influence of students’ self-gener-
ated thoughts, feelings, strategies, and behaviors, which
are oriented toward the attainment of goals.” As one of
the primary scholars in this area explains, “Self-regula-
tion is not a mental ability or an academic performance
skill; rather, it is the self-directive process by which learn-
ers transform their mental abilities into academic skills.
Learning is viewed as an activity that students do for
themselves in a proactive way rather than as a covert
event that happens to them in reaction to teaching.™*

In the music education literature, SRL has been in-
vestigated by some of the leading researchers in instru-
mental instruction. The research has revealed some
important findings on practice strategies and individual
development on the instrument. However, when consid-
ering the individual learning experiences that must take
place in the large ensemble rehearsal, we believe it can
also provide valuable insights to choral directors as we
plan group rehearsals leading to the most effective indi-
vidual learning experiences.

There are a few theoretical models of SRL, with sub-
tle differences, but they all tend to agree on some central
components. For this discussion we will focus on Zim-
merman’s social cognitive theory of self-regulated learn-
ing, which has developed as the most prevalent model in
the music education literature. This model explains that
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SRL, “unfolds in real-time as a cyclical process wherein
a learner negotiates through three phases: forethought,
performance, and self-reflection Within each phase the
learner is engaged in personal actions that respond to in-
ternal dialogues and are shaped by feedback, both from
the learner and from the teacher. It is our position that
for this to be managed effectively, the ensemble director
must establish and clearly maintain an environment that
communicates the individual emphasis and nature of the
learning outcomes of the rehearsal. Each phase requires
specific and consistent actions by the director to build
this individualized mind-set and maintain it throughout
the rehearsal. Although the actions of SRL are strate-
gies of the individual learner, when the social context is
the full ensemble rehearsal, it is the responsibility of the
director to communicate the expectation of individual
growth for self-regulation. McPherson and Zimmerman
suggest that “effective music teachers act like mentors
to their students by stimulating and guiding their cogni-
tive and technical skills in a nurturing but rigorous envi-
ronment.”® Rather than present a full exposition of the
details of self-regulated learning, we refer the reader to
DiBenedetto for a more in-depth discussion of the vari-
ous components of self-regulated learning theory.’

The choral ensemble is a complex, dualistic social en-
vironment with many levels of interaction. Each singer
has individual responsibilities, enacted within the larger
social context of the choir, while simultaneously engag-
ing with the director. The director establishes and rein-
forces the learning context and matching tasks, whether
individual or group, for each student. This requires a
multi-step process that is carefully planned and clearly
articulated with a learning outcome, a clear statement of
context for responsibilities and strategies, and a clearly
articulated assessment strategy that matches the context
of learning and action, individual or group. To maintain
the environment for optimum self-regulation, the ensem-
ble director must, (a) establish and maintain the individ-
ualized environment, (b) use individualized rhetoric to
sustain individual focus, and (c) provide opportunities for
reflection through individual assessment and self-assess-
ment.

There are self-regulating students in our ensembles
already. We often refer to them as gifted musicians. They
engage more fully in rehearsal. They practice outside of
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rehearsal. They spend much of their time creating mu-
sic for themselves. They have set their own agenda in
learning that is parallel to ours. They have an individ-
ual learning outcome. We may even offer them assis-
tance outside of class that assists them in forethought,
performance, and reflection. What about the rest of
the ensemble members, those who make up the ma-
jority of the ensemble? What is each student learning
about musicianship or the voice and how to use it in the
ensemble setting? We can provide an environment that
encourages them each to grow and fulfill their place in
the ensemble.

Refining Instructional Rhetoric

To successfully communicate the learning context to
students, we need to develop both verbal and non-ver-
bal vocabulary skills, helping each student connect to
the specific student’s approach to skill building or sing-
ing, which in turn, helps each student develop the vo-
cabulary skills that empower them to describe habits of
thought, word, and deed during the rehearsal process.

An important first step is for you, the instructor, to
develop two sets of descriptive and precise language
and pedagogic gestures that align with your intended
outcomes—one for the group and one for each of the
individuals in it. Group gesture tends to be more em-
bracing and less direct. They tend to use two hands
rather than one, and is most often used with group
terms like “we,” section names (sopranos, tenors, and
basses).

Individualized gestures tend to be more direct, will
include more specific eye contact, use of more individ-
ual terms like “each,” carefully using a student’s name,
and are often accompanied by a change of proximity
toward the group of individuals you intend to address.
A rhetorical example that highlights the issue is the use
of the ever-problematic, “you.” A broad gesture and
a casual use of “you” establishes the group context.
Whereas, changing proximity, a focused gesture, and
a pointed “you,” with change of tone, characterizes
a singular “you.” However, did the student addressed
follow your intent? Pronouns are chosen to help each
learner think independently, work independently,
and reflect independently. Remember that the term
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“you” requires context and definition in order to be
understood. When students walk into an ensemble
setting, they tend to be automatically in group-mode.
Thoughtful management of your rhetoric, gesture, eye
contact, and proximity communicates an environment
that heightens the students’ self-regulation.

Creating a Welcoming and Empowering
Individual Environment

Many of us work with choral singers who are
self-conscious of, and perhaps uncomfortable with,
their singing voice. This is especially true in beginning
and developing ensembles, or ensembles with less-ex-
perienced singers like church or community groups,
but it can be found in most groups. Every ensemble 1is
composed of voices of all sizes, shapes, and timbres.
Likewise, our singers have an equally wide array of at-
titudes toward their instruments. The ensemble expe-
rience can mask some voices, providing a safe environ-
ment for the less-confident singer while allowing other
to shine. However, opportunities must be provided to
encourage the full engagement of singers at all levels
in processes that make each a more independent and
collaborative musician.

The richness of the vocal ensemble is
represented through the diversity of its
individuals, not the homogeneity of its
voices.

While self-consciousness or discomfort with one’s
voice is common, the director needs to help overcome
this by providing an environment in which to develop a
healthy self-awareness of one’s own instrument, its val-
ue to the ensemble, and the value of each person to the
society. First, acknowledge and validate the fact that ev-
ery choir has a variety of voices. These include a range
of voices described as big, small, best, least-best, and
so forth. We need not identify these voices by name,
as that will only make individuals more self-conscious.
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Each singer may identify who they are and into which
category they fall. The richness of the vocal ensemble
is represented through the diversity of its individuals,
not the homogeneity of its voices. Our job is to help
each person see the value and importance of the indi-
vidual voice in the corporate sound and to encourage
each singer to be more self-aware, self-reflective, and
self-confident.

One of the best places to begin this process is during
warm-up exercises. These are usually designed to build
individual skill sets and understandings, which provides
an excellent opportunity to establish individual rheto-
ric, context, and student-generated vocabulary. To es-
tablish whose knowledge-base your students are using,
try the following activity with your ensemble.

Word Association Game

This game is revealing in one of two ways. Either
the only words they know are the ones you taught them
(deep, low, silent, etc.) or they are quite rich and de-
script, which is evidence of increasing self-regulating
thought and vocabulary. Take note when students be-
gin getting nervous as words are utilized, since no word
is allowed to be repeated. The longer it takes for this
to happen, the more independent the students. If stu-
dents run out of words quickly, the knowledge was not
theirs initially. The vocabulary was yours. Each has not
developed a repertoire of words to describe breath or
struggled to understand the significance of developing
individual responses and to every question posed in re-
hearsal. The greater the response rate, the richer the
vocabulary. Here is an example of student/teacher ex-
changes during this activity:

Teacher: Describe a musical breath using one or
two adjectives. There are a couple of rules, how-
ever. You may not repeat words, and you may
not say that another student took your word.
Lastly, I will go rapid fire and will not take vol-
unteers. Are you ready? Karla, you first.

Karla: Low

Teacher: Good. Sarah?
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Sarah: Deep
Teacher: Ok. Todd?
Todd: Full

Teacher: Yes. Thank you. However, all of you are
being a little safe in your responses. What else do
you have? Khalil?

Khalil: Expectant

Teacher: Nice! Ginger?

Ginger: Suspense-filled

Teacher: Excellent! Francis?

Francis: Blue!

Teacher: Blue? Tell me more about blue breathing

Francis: The textis, “My Lord, what a morning.” |
can see how blue the sky is and how awe inspiring
it must be. I breathe blue.

Teacher: Very creative! I like this, Francis!

The quality of the answer is not as important as the
originality and authenticity of the answer. A “correct”
answer 1s even less important. The accuracy of the an-
swer is not particularly important, at least early on. The
originality and authenticity of the answer is of most
importance, as is the manner in which you affirm a re-
sponse and, perhaps, manipulate the answering process
to establish comfort and buy-in from students. Work to
avoid any judgement of the word you hear. Asking for
an explanation shows your validation of the choice even
if it doesn’t make sense yet. This same type of activi-
ty can be used to describe tone, attack, phrase shape,
vowel shape, posture. Remember, each may feel or hear
“correct” differently. Our job is to help each student un-
package, understand, and develop personal vocabulary
to describe what is happening so that it can be replicated
in the future.
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Establishing the Correct Learning
Outcome for Each Task

Rather than working for a better or more correct
sound, focus on making a different sound by the end of
each rehearsal. Better or correct carries success and failure
implications that dfferent does not. Many of today’s stu-
dents equate incorrect with failure. This limits creativ-
ity at the same time that it exacerbates self-conscious-
ness. Starting with different counteracts this sense of
failure and frees each student to take risks and to use
intuition and imagination to guide individual learning.
In many ways we, as directors, create our own problems
here. We tell students how to do something or what to
feel before doing a task. Instead, ask each student to ex-
periment with an idea or concept like tone production
or phrase shape, perform the task incorporating the
individual’s experimental thought, then describe any
changes the student felt. Knowing that something may
be about to change and that one will be asked to describe
or demonstrate this change keeps each student more en-
gaged in the process of learning,

Personal Space Activity

Here is another activity to do with your ensem-
ble. This is a two-step process. First, spread singers out
with arms slightly extended to their sides. Ask them to
turn around in place one time to draw a circle around
themselves. Now each singer is inside a self-imposed per-
sonal space. Rhetoric at this point is critical.

Teacher wnstructions to each student: Erase everything
you think you know about correct. Inside your
space, no can hear you. You are not listening to
anyone else. Create a space in front of you. Put
your arms up like you are hugging a barrel.

This step is quite important because it changes the
focus of each student from group (ChorUS) to the in-
dividual experience (Cholr). Each is being asked not to
listen to others for the next several minutes, simply focus
on one’s own singing. This activity can work very well to
liberate the hesitant or self-conscious singer. You have
now established an individual mind-set for an individual
outcome. Next, change your proximity to the students.
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Move directly to a student. Proximity, eye contact, and
pronoun use are keys to student perception of learning
outcome. This embodies individual outcome. An exam-
ple of teacher speak follows:

Teacher: Ok, Wilson. I want you to fill this area, the
one you just created around the barrel, with your
sound. You are not worried about Tim’s sound.
Tim is filling his space with his sound. Fill your
space with your sound.

"Take one of your hands, move it around inside the circle
created by his arms.

Do the same with a few more students, perhaps one
in each section, then repeat while motioning to each per-
son in the room.

Performing the Singing or Learning Activity

This is an individual activity with an individual out-
come, and each student will be asked to talk about the
experience when finished. The key here is to reiterate
that each student should be in individual task mode and
that the choral teacher’s role in minimal.

Providing Opportunities for Reflection

This exercise almost always results in a difference in
both tone and production. The next step 1s critical. Avoid
telling them what you, as the director, heard. It doesn’t
matter what you heard. Ask them what they heard and
what each experienced. Ask students to self-assess and
reflect on any changes they perceived in production,
then ask students to describe the difference in the pro-
duction. Ask for direct answers not correct answers. Ear-
ly-on they will be self-conscious about responding. Ask
students to avoid quality judgements for the ensemble.
Sounding better or worse is not the outcome. Describing
the difference is what matters.

Strategy for success: Early in this process, ask group
questions, such as describing the difference in the sound.
Soon, begin to ask more individually. “I'im, did you
do anything differently this time?” Always encourage
self-reflection and self-description when answering, It
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is not important that each person answer each question
out loud, but it is important that each person develop an
answer to each question that is considered, honest, and
authentic.

The same process is followed for each component of
rehearsing: sight reading and literacy building, phrase
building, blend, building the repertoire, and even the
performance itself.

Step 1: Conlextualize the learning moment (aligns with fore-
thought from SRL). Is the student being asked to act in
group or individual mode? How did you express your in-
tended outcome? How did you check for student percep-
tion? Identify each student’s role in the learning activity
about to be performed.

Step 2: Perform the learning activity. Sing through the vo-
calise, prepare for the first reading of new music, pre-
pare to sing through a segment of the repertoire for the
next concert, consistently emphasizing each student’s
self-awareness and regulation.

Step 3: Provide opportunity for reflection. Assess the outcome
of the activity. How did we do? What changed? How
was it different? What, if anything, did you do that was
different? Sometimes, take real “snapshots” of the learn-
ing. Have individuals record and self-assess. Record the
group and have individuals discuss. Do the same with
sections. Guide each student’s ability to assess and reflect
accurately. Remember, they are often harder on them-
selves. Encourage each to express and define differences
rather than making quality judgements.

Music educators aware of our dualism effectively
communicate, both verbally and nonverbally, the expect-
ed outcomes for both the individuals and group. The cy-
cle is completed when the singer is aware and confident
of the improvement made, and intentionally incorpo-
rates the new skill into a rehearsal or performance. This
requires risk-taking and demonstrates learning. The
only thing remaining is to take some kind of snapshot of
the student using the skill-—an individual assessment—
which documents the learning. As you continue to use
this process in your rehearsals, remember, the director’s
responsibility is group sound. Each student’s responsi-
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bility is the individual product. When you hear a group
sound that aligns with your expectation, commend the
group, but immediately ask individuals to describe what
happened or how something felt as opposed to telling
the group. This encourages the development of a vocab-
ulary of words and gestures that you and your students
can use in future rehearsals and while conducting. The
process will empower each student to new and more in-
dependent levels of contribution to the whole.
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