


From the Editor

This fall issue of ChorTeach is the last is-

sue for 2022, and it concludes the frst year
of quarterly issues under our new editorial
board. Thank you to Derrick Fox, Libby Go-
pal, Mark Rohwer, and Julie Yu for their work.
You can read the editorial board spotlight in
the Winter 2022 issue (pages 4-7). Visit acda.
org/chorteach to view the archives and read
articles from past issues.

This issue of ChorTeach features our fourth
“Ask a Conductor” segment, answering the
question: What successful processes have been used to
create positive, collaborative relationships between public
and/or private school choirs and community children’s
choirs? If you are interested in contributing to a
future “Ask a Conductor” section, visit https://
forms.gle/oVcamzqp4dKwXfo5M9 or email
chorteach@acda.org. We are looking for people
to submit questions, along with people interest-
ed in answering questions.

Authors David Haas and Seth Pendergast
contribute a useful article on technology in the
choral classroom. The authors share an intro-
duction to utilizing Digital Audio Workstations
in the choral classroom through three examples
that include detailed student and teacher in-
structions, which you will be able to immedi-
ately apply with your middle and high school
students. Next, Mark Rohwer contributes an
interview with composers Laura Farnell and
Reginal Wright on composing for middle and
high school choirs. The composers discuss the
paths that led them to composition, challenges
they face as a composer, advice for conductors
selecting works, and more.

Jess Edelbrock writes about her experience
performing with the Tucson Girls’ Chorus
Bumblebee Singers at the 2022 ACDA National
Children’s & Community Youth Choir Conduc-
tors’ Retreat. The “Bees” are a K/1 choir who
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performed a piece commissioned specifcally
for their group. The author shares about col-
laborative commissioning, working with such
a young group of singers, and creating singer-
friendly rehearsals. This is a valuable article
both for those who teach our youngest sing-
ers and those who conduct on the most well-
known stages. We hope to highlight more work
from our elementary choirs in future issues, so
please contact me if you would like to discuss
an article idea.

Finally, Mindy Cook has compiled a list of
twelve podcasts related to choral music and
music education. Podcasts can be an excellent
way to hear from colleagues in your feld in
an easy-to-digest audio format. Make sure to
check out this section and fnd something to
listen to for your next commute!

As always, we hope you can take the ad-
vice, encouragement, and inspiration shared
in these articles and apply them to your daily
work with students. The editorial board is in-
terested in submissions on any topic related to
K-12 and community choirs, so please con-
sider contributing an article for 2023. Have a
wonderful rest of the year!

Solfyge
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Aslk a Conductor

What successful processes have been used to create
positive, collaborative relationships between public and/or
private school choirs and community children's choirs?

Welcome to the “Ask a Conductor” section of
ChorTeach. In this reader-generated Q&A format,
readers submit questions related to teaching, con-
ducting, rehearsing with, or singing with K-12 stu-
dents. Three to fve educators who either currently
work in K-12 or who have past experience in K-12
will answer the question, with a new question ap-
pearing in each issue. Our goal is for this to be a very
practical section that applies directly to current con-
cerns in the choral classroom. Readers can submit
questions via the link in this Google form (https://
forms.gle/oVcamzqp4KwXfo5M9) or by visiting
the QR code below.

Matt Hill
Founder, Sing Omaha Inc.

Director of Choral Activities, Peru State College
National ACDA Community Choirs R&R Chair
www.MattHillConductor.com

Sing Omaha is an eight-choir, two-studio nonproft music
education and performance organization operating in East-
ern Nebraska since 2007. Our annual programming reaches
350-400 students (K-12) each year. With our limited adver-
tising budget, we rely heavily on strong relationships with
area schools to support and promote (where possible) our
programming.

o

Ask a Conductor Submission Form
Prioritization of Commitment

As community choir musicians, we would like to think
that music educators and building administrators would see
the inherent value of their students seeking additional out-
side instruction, as those external experiences will fnd their
way back into the scholastic music program in various ways.

Question: What successful processes have
been used to create positive, collaborative

relationships between public and/or private
school choirs and community children's
choirs?
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However, we may more frequently fnd territorialism to be
the dominant hurdle we have to overcome. This makes our
overt statements about student expectations paramount in
the early conversations with decision makers in schools. We
should recognize that most of our students will be active
participants in their public/private school music programs,
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and we actually beneft from expecting them to be (in our
case, without requiring it as a prerequisite for Sing Oma-
ha membership). At Sing Omaha, we clearly articulate to
students, parents, and educators that the school program
comes frst. In exchange, we ask for up-front communica-
tion about any potential scheduling conficts, and we share
that in all cases dress rehearsals trump regular rehearsals,
and concerts trump any rehearsal—which must go both
ways.

Once we establish that we seek to be partners and not
poachers, we can turn our focus to service, recognizing that
when educators and administrators see our willingness to
invest in their program, they are more apt to allow us to
share information about our program oferings to their stu-
dents and families.

Service Mindset

As in any business relationship, reciprocity is critical for
long-term mutual success, so our frst priority is to assess
ways that Sing Omaha can bring tangible value to our
partner schools. While this varies among schools and dis-
tricts, we commonly fnd that in-class clinics/workshops
are a valuable service for general music classrooms and
ensembles at all grade levels. Other service opportunities
have included providing donations for elementary school
feld days and faculty/staf appreciation days. The expense
associated with providing a few cases of bottled water and
a few bags of chips is negligible when compared to the
myriad ways in which their promotion of our program-
ming to students serves our nonproft.

Professional Development

In addition to serving scholastic music programs through
clinics and workshops, we have also found value in ofer-
ing professional development opportunities to their music
educators. This can take many forms, but we have found
two models that seem to work especially well.

First, it has worked best if the school district ofers pro-
fessional development sessions for their music teachers. In
those instances, we ofer to supply a workshop at no charge,
which is attractive to them, and our organization gets both
facetime and “marketing” opportunities in return.

As a second opportunity, we ofer free skill-building
and/or repertoire-based professional development sessions
at one of our studio locations. In repertoire/reading ses-
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sions, we choose repertoire that serves the needs of music
educators who work with our target demographic in the
hopes that we will attract teachers who will derive value
from our session and might thus be more open to sharing
information about our programs with their students. We
are cognizant of each individual district’s policies about
outside groups, and avail ourselves of any opportunities to
become approved organizations within each district.

Governing Philosophy

Fundamentally, our strategies are based on providing
value and ensuring that families, educators, and adminis-
trators know that we overtly support each school’s music
program. When these principles are in place, we generally
fnd willing and supportive partners.

Jeanne Wohlgamuth
Artistic Director

Columbus Children’s Choir

Community children’s choirs beneft signifcantly from
the recommendations of school choir directors when
building the strength of their program. Thus, creating
positive, collaborative relationships between public and
private choral educators is the community children’s choir
lifeline and one of the most important relationships that
can be built. If your goal is to build solid and lasting rela-
tionships, consider the following points.

Show Respect

In every professional relationship, mutual respect is at
the core, whether you are the community choir director
or a school choir director. Establishing trust and rapport
with your school choir director is essential. Always use the
golden rule. Treat the choir director the same way you
would like to be treated.

Please take advantage of and respect the expertise and
skill of your colleagues; they are valuable resources! Con-
sider creating a teacher advisory board and inviting local
school directors to serve on it. Don’t be afraid to ask your
colleagues for help and actively listen to their advice. View
your colleagues as a part of your team, not your competi-
tor.

5 Fall 2022



Exercise Humility

Be humble. A positive professional relationship does not
begin with a sense of superiority. Take an interest in the
school program, the director, and the singers. Respect and
recognize the positive contributions that a singer from the
school choral program brings to the community children’s
choir program. It would help if you informed your school
choir director of the positive efects their singers and their
education have on your program.

Communicate

The cornerstone of every good relationship is open com-
munication. Don’t be timid! Get out into the community.
Visit your local school choir rehearsal or attend some of
their concerts. Find out what their needs are and how you
can help. This simple act reinforces the crucial fact that you
are not in the business of stealing the school director’s sing-
ers. Recognize and acknowledge the vital and foundational
work taking place in the school choral program.

Practice the Art of Compromise

Be fexible and make sure to compromise. Your program
will sometimes confict with that of the school. If this oc-
curs, reach out to the school director and try to resolve the
confict. Ofer suggestions for resolving the confict in a way
that benefts both choirs. Be gracious and willing to accept
the fact that a compromise may not be reached and that
the frst obligation of the singer is to their respective school
choir. Be careful; never put the singer in the middle of the
confict.

Celebrate

Celebrating the achievements of your school’s choral
programs can be done both publicly and privately. In ad-
dition to opening the door to a new collaboration, showing
interest and sending congratulations can strengthen an ex-
isting one and breathe life into a stagnant one. By doing so,
your colleagues will know that you appreciate their eforts.
This can improve the quality of your relationship and cre-
ate a supportive atmosphere.
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Ask a Conductor

Show Appreciation

A positive and long-lasting collaboration can be bol-
stered by showing appreciation. Get in the habit of writing
letters of appreciation to choir directors. Thank them for
sharing their singers with your program. Be consistent by
making this a priority each year. Consistency will help you
communicate and reinforce the value of the school direc-
tor’s contribution to the community choir.

In closing, take time to invest in your organization’s fu-
ture by building and maintaining relationships with your
private and public school choral directors. Embrace the
time it takes to help them feel valued and respected, as they
are the long-term investments in the future of your com-
munity children’s choir.

Elizabeth B. Woodhouse
Founder and Artistic Director,
Choral Collective of Newport County,

President, Rhode Island ACDA
ebw1125@gmail.com

Throughout my eighteen-year career as a community
youth chorus conductor, collaborating with music teach-
ers has been an extremely valuable way to connect with
the community, reach new singers, and amplify the power
of music. A valued and meaningful partnership can begin
with just a quick introductory email! Below are some col-
laborations that have been successful as well as suggestions
for getting the conversation started.

e Introduce yourself! This can go both ways—Iet your
local public school music teachers or your local children’s
chorus conductors know about you! Send a short email tell-
ing them about your programs and express your interest in
learning more about theirs. Remember, this isn’t a “pitch.”
Instead, this is a chance to understand more about the oth-
er in order to create a solid foundation on which to grow.
Getting the conversation started is a great frst step.

* Visit. Invite local teachers or community youth chorus
conductors to visit your chorus and work with your groups
in preparation for a festival or concert or just as a way to
provide a new perspective to the rehearsal process. This is a
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great way to connect and takes little preparation other than
fnding a day, time, and place! Consider ofering your servic-
es for free; your time and shared expertise are an investment
in the music education in your community.

e Listen. When | worked in Brooklyn, a middle school
teacher and | partnered every year to provide a two-part
workshop experience for her chorus. Before their visit, the
teacher would share what musical element the students
were studying, and we would agree on a piece | could teach
her group that would support that element. | incorporated
warm-ups and activities in the workshop that directly sup-
ported the learning and practicing of that element. A few
weeks later, | would visit the chorus and clinic their upcom-
ing concert repertoire including the new piece I introduced
to them. Working closely with the teacher and listening to
what she wanted and needed for her program ensured that
our partnership would fully support her classroom goals by
providing another perspective for her students.

e Create. As a community youth chorus director, | often
provide after-school programs at the schools in the area.
One year, we invited all of the participating students from
the various after-school programs to spend a day together
where we learned a new song all together, played games,
and had lunch. The day culminated in a performance for
family and friends featuring each of the after-school pro-
grams and some of the ensembles from the community cho-
rus. The event required quite a bit of planning and help, but
it was worth it to bring our community together through our
love of singing.

e Share. Don't forget to invite or share your successful part-
nership experiences with school administrators, parents,
and donors! Post photos or videos of your collaboration on
social media so your followers can see how you, your orga-
nization, or your school are connecting to the community.
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Creative Music Making with Technology
in the Choral Classroom

by David Haas and Seth Pendergast

David Haas is director of choral activities at lowa City
West High School and a PhD student in music education at
the University of lowa. haas.david@iowacityschools.org

Seth Pendergast, PhD, is assistant professor of music ed-
ucation at the Colorado State University School of Music,
Theatre, and Dance. seth.pendergast@colostate.edu

Of the many technological innovations available to music
teachers, Digital Audio Workstations (DAWS) represent one
of the most powerful and fexible tools to support creativ-
ity and performance. Many readers are likely familiar with
DAWs such as Garageband, Audacity, Soundtrap, or Log-
ic Pro. These software applications enable users to record,
edit, and mix multi-track recordings on computers, tablets,
and phones. The increased availability and afordability of
DAWs have opened space for many students and educators
to exercise musical roles outside the domain of the typical
performer or conductor. For example, during the pandemic,
some choral directors used DAWS to create virtual choirs
when in-person singing was impossible.* Students themselves
may use DAWSs to arrange, record, and produce their own
music.? In general, recent research suggests students and mu-
sic teachers alike are interested in integrating creative music-
making with DAWSs into classroom instruction.®

Given the increased interest in these platforms, it may be
important to explore how teachers might efectively integrate
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DAWs into the choral classroom. Of course, new technolo-
gies do not need to be integrated simply because they exist.
Still, choral educators might consider if DAW-based creative
projects represent an opportunity to extend or deepen stu-
dent learning in their classroom.* Therefore, the purpose of
this article is two-fold: (1) examine how creative music mak-
ing with DAWSs might support learning in the choral class-
room, and (2) explore several practical DAW-based project
examples for the choral classroom.

First, we will explore general recommendations for fnd-
ing and utilizing a DAW suited to the needs of your students.
Second, we will present a few guiding principles for integrat-
ing DAWs into the choral classroom. Finally, we will share
three practical project examples—including instructional
videos—that may be useful to enhance your instruction.

Choosing and Learning a DAW

If you are considering DAW integration in your classes,
frst decide which DAW best suits your needs. If you are
just beginning to explore DAWS in your classroom, we rec-
ommend web-based DAWS like Soundtrap, Soundation,
or Bandlab. These DAWs are accessible from virtually any
computer with internet access because they run within a web
browser (e.g., Chrome, Safari, Firefox) and operate on rea-
sonably priced cloud-based subscriptions. Web-based DAWSs
might be appropriate for schools with either limited com-
puter access (e.g., one or two shared computer labs or laptop
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carts) or one-to-one Chromebooks. If you have access to a
Mac lab or iPads, Garageband is free and is tremendously
versatile. If you are looking for more robust software op-
tions, you might consider Logic Pro X (Mac), Ableton Live
(PC/Mac), and Cubase (Mac/PC).

If you are unfamiliar with DAWSs and wish to spend
some time learning to use them, we recommend attempting
a few projects on your own before starting with students.
For example, arrange a portion of a folk song and record
it using the DAW. Once you have arranged the song, learn
to record your voice and instrument using headphones and
your laptop or tablet microphone. Be sure to adhere to the
metronome click during recording. Once you record the
essential parts (e.g., vocals, guitar, ukulele, or piano), use
the loop library to add supporting tracks like drums. Use
virtual instrument tracks to record a bass line or other ad-
ditional parts. Exploring the DAW with your own personal
project is the best way to develop your understanding of
how it works. For more guided instruction, see the video
links for each project below.

A Few Guiding Principles for Integrating
DAWSs in the Choral Classroom

Principle #1: Organize Creative Projects

The creative process can be uneven as students work
back and forth between idea generation, editing, and refn-
ing. Nevertheless, it is important to structure creative proj-
ects within the classroom so students are not overwhelmed
by choice or lack of direction.® First, be sure the students
have the prerequisite skills to complete the project at hand.
If students lack the requisite knowledge to complete the
project, initiate a series of small introductory projects that
enable them to develop their musical, compositional, or
technological abilities. Second, demonstrate and explain
the fnal product at the project’s outset. Teachers might
provide example projects or rubrics as guides. Third, guide
the students through the various stages of the project. Each
step of this process will require both imaginative and dis-
criminative thinking. Allow time for idea generation at
the outset (i.e., brainstorming). Next, provide teacher and
student feedback as students clarify their ideas. Finally, en-
courage students to refne and fnalize their end-product,
and allow students to celebrate and share their work with
peers.
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Principle #2: Use Technology to Support Student Learning

Each teacher must decide how musical content, pedago-
gy, and technology should work together to support student
learning.” No single creative project or technological solu-
tion works best for every classroom. Choral educators must
decide which technologies and creative projects will deepen
and extend the students’ learning within their classroom.
Therefore, consider DAW-based projects critically and plan
those you feel will enhance your instruction and provide
meaningful creative opportunities for your students.

Principle #3: Varied Practice Deepens Learning

When learners practice their skills in diferent ways
(varied practice) and apply key concepts to new situations
(transfer), their learning tends to be deeper, longer last-
ing, and more readily applied to unique situations.® At frst
glance, it may seem that DAW-based musical projects and
choral singing are unrelated. However, consider how work-
ing in DAWSs might extend and enrich essential concepts for
students. For example, choral directors often instruct their
choirs to blend within their section and across the choir
and use many techniques to achieve a unifed sound (e.g.,
listening, vowel alternation, tone placement). Similarly, to
achieve blend in the DAW environment, students might mix
the volume of voices or change the timbre of voices using
digital efects. Fundamentally the students are exploring the
underlying principles of blend (i.e., timbre adjustment, vol-
ume) and how to achieve blend in both environments. Ap-
plying skills and ideas in several unigue settings may deepen
understanding for choral singers and enhance performance.
The examples below highlight how each project might sup-
port conceptual learning within the choral classroom.

DAW-Based Choral Music Projects:
Three Examples

Remixing Choral Literature

https://youtu.be/zrN2G77TmAY

In this frst project, students will create a new selection of
music by remixing a pre-existing piece of choral literature.
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Creative Music Making with Technology in the Choral Classroom

Remixing in this way can deepen students’ understanding
of a particular selection and support a sense of pride by
generating a creative project that is uniquely their own. In
this example, students will deepen their familiarity with
an existing piece of choral literature while simultaneously
celebrating their own creative agency. The student will ex-
plore variations between genres and fuse the type of music
they fnd compelling with a piece of choral music chosen
by their instructor.

When you have chosen a piece, upload an .mp3 fle to
your Google Drive or Canvas Files. For best results, this
selection should have a constant BPM and should not in-
clude accelerandos or ritardandos. Additionally, it is best to
choose an a cappella piece in a simple time signature such
as 3/4 or 4/4. Unless incorporating a song from the public
domain, it is essential to utilize these works strictly in an
educational setting since reproduction or mass distribution
can be subject to copyright infringement.

STUDENT INSTRUCTIONS:

1) Download the fle of the original song onto your
hard drive.

2) In your BandLab account, click “Create” at the top
right-hand corner of the screen.

3) Label the project “Choir Remix Assignment_
Student’s Name.”

4) Set the metronome to the corresponding tempo of
the selection.

5) Either click “Drop a loop or an audio/MIDI fle” to
import your original track. Alternatively, drag and drop
the selection into the workspace.

6) Move the track as necessary to calibrate the metro-
nome with the downbeat. Turn on the metronome to
verify the subdivision of the measure lines up with the
song.

7) Click on “Bandlab Sounds” at the bottom, right-
hand corner of the screen, opening up a submenu on
the right side. Click on “Loops” at the top of this menu.

8) Click on “Instruments” and choose from variety
of diferent category flters. We recommend choosing
“beats” or “percussion” to start.
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9) Click on the play icon on the left side of each audio
clip to sample the various beats.

10) Drag and drop diferent combinations of these mu-
sical excerpts, carefully lining them up with the down-
beats in the workstation. To repeat the example, hover
the mouse on the upper-right hand corner of the loop,
click the icon, and then drag to repeat as many times
as desired.

11) Use at least three independent samples when com-
ing up with your remix, including at least one instance
where the diferent beats overlap and possibly an a cap-
pella section.

12) When pleased with your remix, export your selec-
tion by clicking “File,” then “Download,” then “Mix-
down.” Save this fle to your hard drive.

13) Upload your completed project to Canvas or
Google Classroom with a brief description of some-
thing you learned or enjoyed during the process.

Student Quotes from
Remixing Choral Literature:

“I enjoyed being able to layer diferent tracks on
top of each other. It was cool how diferent sounds
were able to complement each other and make for
a cool fnal sound to lay with the vocals.”

—Select Mixed Choir Junior

“It was actually super fun to experiment with dif-
ferent kinds of sounds. Especially when it was beats
going alongside a more classical song.”

—Select Choir Senior

“I loved playing around with the beats; instead of
spending 5 minutes on the assignment (which is the
amount of time it would’ve taken), I looked at the
clock to see almost 30 minutes had passed.”

—Treble Choir Freshman
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Creative Music Making with Technology in the Choral Classroom

of pre-existing MIDI pitches allows students to change the 8) Place all of these fles in a folder on your
timbre of the sound while still maintaining the pitches of Canvas Account or Google Drive for your
their accompaniment. students to access.

By making the selection more personalized, students may
be encouraged to listen and practice their solo repertoire STUDENT INSTRUCTIONS:

more frequently and efectively. For this example, we will use
America the Dream by Steve Schuch, a modern take on the tra-
ditional America the Beautiful. Before the student interacts with
the DAW, the teacher should take the following steps to pre-

1) Download all midi tracks and sound fles
provided by your instructor.

record the accompaniment: 2) Log into your Bandlab Account and click
“create.”
TEACHER INSTRUCTIONS: 3) Import all downloaded fles into your

: . workstation.
1) Log into your Bandlab account and click

“Create.” 4) On each accompaniment track, customize the
. . . instrumentation by clicking on the channel and
2) YVhen e”‘e””g the workstation, click choose a diferent instrument from the screen’s
Instruments. drop-down menu on the bottom left-hand
3) Set the metronome to the given BPM of the corner. Often, the default instrument will be
Grand Piano.

selection you are recording.

5) Practice your solo with your newly customized

4) Click the record button, indicated by the red -
accompaniment.

circle on the top center of your DAW.

5) Play the accompaniment using the MIDI 6) Extra Credit

keyboTrd. :: you: pla}no skﬂl;aredre:neglal, yOL:j a) Record yourself singing your solo with your
Imay iso ctr:)ose_ OI ptay one hand at a time an customized accompaniment and export your
ayer the others In fater. work by clicking “File,” then “Download,”

6) Create a new track. Play the right hand of the then “Mixdown.”

apcgmpamrpent using the MIDI keyboard in a b) What diferent combinations of instruments
s:jrr(;llar fasr;]lon & Stfp >- For tr:_ose YVhO want to did you fnd the most appealing in the process?
add more, here are two suggestions. What were some instrumental combinations

giations, or chords, each on a new MIDI

track. Conclusion
b) Record yourself singing the given selec- We Dbelieve DAWSs represent a unique opportunity for
tion to serve as a vocal model for your learning, creativity, and technological integration for choral
student. educators. Consider attempting some of the example proj-
ects from this article in the future. With careful planning,
7) Export each channel individually by clicking on DAW integration may become a new and compelling fea-
the three dots on each track. Choose “export ture of your choral music program.

MIDI” on your accompaniment tracks and
“export as WAV” on your vocal tracks if you
record them.
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Composing for Middle

and High School Choirs:

A Conversation with
Laura Farnell and
Reginal Wright

by Mark Rohwer

Mark Rohwer is the director of fne arts for
Carrollton-Farmers Branch Independent
School District (Dallas-Fort Worth, TX). He
was previously the director of choral activi-
ties at Flower Mound High School for over
twenty years. He is a member of the Chor-
Teach editorial board.

Laura Farnell is an active choral composer,
clinician, accompanist, and adjudicator who
resides in Arlington, Texas. She earned a
BME from Baylor University and taught el-
ementary and junior high music in Texas. In
2004 she received an Excellence in Educa-
tion Award as the Arlington Independent School District’s
outstanding junior high teacher of the year. She is repre-
sented by Alliance Music Publications, BriLee Music, Hal
Leonard Corporation, Heritage Music, Kjos Music Press,
and other publishers.

Reginal Wright is a clinician, composer,
conductor, and educator who teaches at
Mansfeld High School in Mansfeld, Texas.
He received BME and MME degrees from
Stephen F. Austin University. His choirs
have been featured at the TMEA and South-
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west ACDA. He is a sought-after adjudicator/clinician on
the middle and high school levels. Reginal has published
compositions with Graphite Publishing, Hal Leonard, Carl
Fischer, BriLee, and Santa Barbara Music Publishing Com-
panies.

Describe the path that led you to composing music
for middle school and high school choirs.

Farnell: | was fortunate to have a musically rich childhood,
supportive parents, as well as caring and talented musicians
and educators in my life, which laid the foundation for me
to have opportunities in music. The path that led me spe-
cifcally to composition likely began with my participation
in the “improvisation” category of piano guild in elemen-
tary school.

While at Baylor University completing my music educa-
tion degree, | took a choral composition class with Dr. Rob-
ert Young. His perspective, as well as collaboration with
other class members, were formative for me. During my
third year of teaching, I transitioned from teaching elemen-
tary music to junior high choir, at which point | found my-
self spending quite a lot of time adapting pieces to make
them work for my seventh- and eight-grade tenor bass
choir. At one point, | thought, “It would be so much easier
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to write my own pieces,” so | gave it a try! When my students
seemed to enjoy my arrangement of “Deck the Halls” and
were successful performing it, I thought, “Maybe other di-
rectors and choirs would be able to enjoy this piece,” which
prompted me to submit it for publication. After it was ac-
cepted, | was encouraged to write and arrange more pieces
for my students.

Wright: | started composing music for school choirs due to a
need for music for my high school tenor/bass choir. We had
a strong, but mighty, twelve-voice men’s choir. The required
music for the state festival list was well above the accessibil-
ity level for this band of humans. The more accessible music
for the group was below their level. I composed a middle-of-
the-road piece that contained some cool stylings along with
a difFculty that was within their grasp.

As a singer or choral conductor yourself, what helped
prepare or give perspective to your composing?

Farnell: My experience teaching junior high choir probably
shaped my perspective most as a composer and was also my
primary motivation to begin to write. | wanted my students
to have successful performances, and | felt the literature op-
tions available then were limited in many ways. | frst wrote
for my students, and doing so prompted me to shape my
writing styles for their needs, such as what ranges would
work best, what types of styles and texts they would like to
sing, and how to make the pieces simultaneously interesting
and accessible.

Wright: My experiences as a middle and high school teach-
er/conductor gave me the best insight on what and how to
compose. | tended to pay attention to the musical elements
that my students liked, as well as voicings and compositional
devices that allowed them to be successful. I loved writers
like Morten Lauridsen and Z. Randall Stroope, who incor-
porated interesting harmonies, and Stephen Paulus, who
used instruments as a continuation of the vocal sonorities.

Do you have anything specific in mind related to
middle school or high school choirs when you are

composing a piece?

Farnell: Defnitely! When I’'m writing a piece for a specifc
choir, | try to tailor it to that ensemble, which can defnitely
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be a challenge when I’'m working on a piece for a choir
and director I've never met! When I’'m working on a non-
commissioned composition for a developing choir, a lim-
ited range is something | strive to prioritize, especially in
tenor-bass compositions. | also try to incorporate optional
notes to allow directors the fexibility to make the best
choices for their particular ensembile.

| also learned, frst from Dr. Earlene Rentz in my cho-
ral methods class and later from personal experience, the
importance of a supportive piano accompaniment part.
Finally, I try to keep the text choice in mind as | write. |
try not only to write music that uses poetry that speaks to
my soul, but also to keep in mind, “How can | make these
beautiful words accessible to the young artist?”

Wright: | am always doing my best to stay in tune with
the needs of the student musicians, as some things have
changed over the years in terms of the make-up of some
choirs. Id like to think that I am in tune with the overall
specifcs of young choirs in terms of appropriate skill level,
tessitura, societal interests, and musical preferences for the
age groups.

What are the challenges you find yourself facing as
a composer?

Farnell: When | frst started writing, one of my primary
challenges was fnding enough time to balance the writ-
ing process with the demands of teaching. When I stepped
away from teaching full time, | found a similar challenge of
balancing my creative process, which often requires large
chunks of uninterrupted time, with the demands of being
a mom and a part-time musician. | also face the challenge
of “staying connected” meaningfully in classroom work
so that my writing remains relevant. Additionally, fnding
public domain texts that simultaneously speak to my soul
and are accessible enough for use with young singers is an
ongoing challenge.

Wright: The biggest struggle | face at the present time
is working to balance my life as a full-time husband and
teacher while composing and conducting, where travel is
mostly required.

Describe the publishing process for you. Is there
anything about it that you think conductors or
teacher might not be aware?
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Composing for Middle and High School Choirs:

Farnell: Once a piece is completed in Finale, the music
notation software | use, I will submit it to the publisher for
consideration for publication. Something that was surpris-
ing to me, and that | expect few directors realize, is the
length of time from the initial conception of a piece to the
availability of that printed piece.

Once a composition is written and submitted, months
may pass until an editor or editorial board review it. Once
a piece is accepted for publication, a contract and “proofs”
are generated. When proof corrections are complete, the
piece moves to the printing and recording phase, and then
is fnally available for purchase. This process takes many
months, even a year, and involves many people. Finally, di-
rectors and singers might be surprised to learn that com-
posers generally receive 10% of the sales of pieces. The
other 90% pays the salaries of the editors, engravers, mar-
keters, business personnel, marketing costs, etc. | wanted to
highlight that fact to remind everyone to purchase enough
copies for each singer in their choir. If a piece of music
costs $2 and a director purchases only fve copies and then
photocopies the remainder, the composer receives only $1.

Wright: For the most part, publishing has been really good
to me. | am still learning the ins and outs of the business,
though. The big part that | think teachers/conductors
should be aware of is how the funds are distributed. Dur-
ing the process of publishing a piece, the actual piece goes
through several hands before being available to the end
user. These include editors, parts singers, engravers, distrib-
utors and local retailers. Each of those entities take a piece
of the pie. The more pieces sold, the bigger the pie. The
standard percentage for the composer is 10%, therefore
things like photocopying lessen the number of units sold,
which hurts everyone involved in the process. This results
in higher costs for printed/downloaded music.

How would you advise conductors or teachers go
about fnding, perusing, or studying your work, or
the work of other composers?

Farnell: With regard to fnding music, the internet has
made so much music so accessible, even overwhelmingly
so at times! But it’s still a wonderful resource for recordings
and more. | think that fnding the right “ft” of literature
for your choir and their ability level might be the most im-
portant step in setting up an ensemble for a successful per-
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formance experience. Another important factor is to select
music you personally enjoy. If you aren’t excited about a
piece of music yourself, motivating your singers to enjoy it
will be especially challenging.

Wright: The internet is wonderful in allowing not only the
ability to learn about composers, but also the ability to com-
municate with living composers. Most composers would be
more than happy to do a workshop or Q/A with choirs via
Zoom for free or for a small fee. Also, most composers have
personal websites where their entire catalogs are listed and
available to sample or purchase. Sites like YouTube and
Soundcloud allow the ability to listen to compositions as
well. These avenues often also give access to unpublished
manuscripts.

What would you say to a conductor who wants
to alter ranges, reduce parts, etc., in a piece that
you’ve composed?

Farnell: In adjudicated choral contest setting, I’d advise
against it. But, | have certainly altered other writers’ com-
positions and arrangements to make them work for my
singers more times than | can count! | suppose some com-
posers might not like the idea of people altering their work,
but I personally view this practice as a compliment. | think,
“Wow! Someone likes my music enough to spend time
adapting it in order to use in their situation.” That said, if
you fnd a situation-specifc need for, say, a treble version of
an SATB piece already in print, I'd encourage you to reach
out to the composer or publisher with the idea. Sometimes
these suggestions highlight a need or spark an idea that re-
sults in a new voicing or composition.

Wright: Have at it! My primary goal is for the choir to be
successful. In many cases, if they contact me | could help
with that in terms of lowering/raising keys or suggesting
alternative voicings.

What advice would you give to a conductor who has
purchased a piece that you have composed?

Farnell: I think my advice would be similar for any piece
of choral music, be it my composition or another piece:
study the piece so you can help your singers fnd the pat-
terns as they learn, try to help your singers fnd an emo-
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tional connection or learn a lesson from the message of the
text and music, and enjoy the learning process