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The purpose of this article is 
to provide guidelines for arrang-
ing repertoire for the children’s 
choir derived from the review of 
the literature. In one of the very 
few sources found on this specifi c 
subject, Goetze stresses the musi-
cal and pedagogical responsibility 
of writing music for children, 
who should be exposed 
to a “variety of emo-
tions and ideas,” 
which may “lead 
them to find 
means of vali-
dating and ex-
pressing their 
e m o t i o n a l 
l i f e—emo-
tions and feel-
ings which do 
not fi nd expres-
sion through other 
means in today’s cul-
ture.”1 Based on her ex-
perience as an educator and 
composer, Goetze recommends 
that when writing and arranging for 
young singers, the text should have 
a suitable topic and “appropriate 
language.”2 The melody should be 
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'singable;'  “make musical sense;” 
have a “clear formal structure” with 
“repeated phrases, sections, or re-
frains;” and its themes and motives 
should be “consistent throughout 
the piece.”3 

Both words and melody should 
be compatible in mood. Goetze 

recommends a vocal range 
of B ♭3–F5, with most of 

the notes between 
D4 and E5 (Figure 

1). The composer 
reminds us that 
conjunct melo-
dies are easier 
for inexperi-
enced singers 
and that high 
notes are more 

freely sung on 
open vowels. The 

accompan iment 
should be light in tex-

ture and dynamics and 
should not double the vocal 

lines. Goetze suggests considering 
replacing or combining the per-
cussive quality of the piano with 
another instrument.  

In the same vein, Kemp suggests 
considering an “interesting” ac-
companiment with “optional instru-
ments in addition to keyboard,” and 
the use of instrumental interludes  
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in order “to avoid continuous wordiness”
and “accommodate need for inhalation.”4

Among her guidelines provided for compos-
ers of children’s choir music, Kemp recom-
mends a range from D4 to D5, “with possible 
upper E” and a tessitura between G4 and C5 
“to encourage head voice singing”5 (Figure 
2). The vowels used on high notes (D5 and 
higher) should be carefully considered. The 
form should include some repetition of text 
and music “to aid in teaching/learning,” and 
the melody should be appealing and avoid 
repeated “consecutive upper notes, espe-
cially when each note is sung on a different 

syllable.”6 
Further guidelines are offered by Telfer, a 

Canadian composer, who begins by select-
ing a text of high quality that has a “certain 
taste in the mouth, a certain rhythm, [and] a 
certain shaping of vowels and consonants.”7

The “vocabulary level” of the text, as well as 
its length, should be age appropriate. Its topic 
should be interesting and enable the singers 
“to experience some new idea or emotion 
or a different perspective.”8 Telfer points out 
that “patterns or repetitions in the text are 
often successful in helping young choirs keep 
a focus on the music.”9 Like Goetze, Telfer 

suggests that “the melody should express 
the general mood or ideas of the text.”10 The 
composer recommends a good balance be-
tween repetition and variety since repetition 
allows the performers and the listeners to 
“form a bond with the music” while variety 
is necessary “to stimulate and retain interest 
and enhance the artform.”11

 Telfer, like Goetze, recognizes that con-
junct melodic steps are usually easier to sing, 
though she observes that “leaps are more 
dramatic and more interesting and particu-
larly effective with children because of the 
natural fl exibility of their voices.”12  Like 
Kemp, Telfer recommends a tessitura from 
G4 to C5 and the use of a limited range for 
younger singers.  When writing for children’s 
choirs, Telfer uses the range D4 or E4 to E5 
or F513 (Figure 3). Regarding other vocal de-
mands, the composer advises that a person  
be aware of the harmful effect “of prolonged 
repetition of words or phrases, of extremes 
of range, of long passages consisting entirely 
of a single vowel sound and of continuously 
loud or continuously soft passages”14 on the 
children’s voices.

Telfer admires the fl exibility of children’s 
voices and hearing. “They can sing rhythms, 
unusual time signatures, leaps, and atonal 
music more easily by ear…. They tend to 
be more experimental with vocal sounds; 
[and] they love to imitate unusual voices 
and other sounds around them.”15 When 
composing for more than one part, the 
author reminds us that it is easier to hold a 
voice in counterpoint than in harmony, and 
that each vocal part should be musical and 
its words should make sense. For Telfer, the 
piano accompaniment should “provide cues” 
to the singers, be “relatively simple,” and 
“match the lighter quality of the voices and 

For More Information: (616) 957- 8113, 800 469- 4883
Email: groups@wittetravel.com, Web: www.wittetravel.com

Witte Travel & Tours, 3250 28th Street SE, Grand Rapids, MI 49512

�ing to the world in concert with �itte�ravel &�ours. 
Our expertise guarantees careful attention to travel and performance details, 

customized itineraries, well-received concerts, and a memorable tour for the entire group.



 Choral Journal  •  December 2009                                                                                                            9

the simplicity of the ideas.”16 While sparingly 
scored in the singing range, it should “include 
some writing in the bass range to help the 
tuning and to aesthetically balance the sound 
of the high voices.”17 Telfer gives several 
reasons to avoid long piano introductions 
and interludes. In the case of inexperienced 
singers, continuous singing enables their 
sound quality and musicality to improve and 
their confi dence to build. For experienced 
singers, “too much stopping and starting 
[is] physically and psychologically tiring.”18  
Telfer suggests considering the possibility of 
a different color sound by writing unaccom-
panied music or spoken parts for the choir.

Barbara Harlow, a choral director, accom-
panist, and the president and owner of Santa 
Barbara Music Publishing, provides useful ad-
vice by addressing the choral composer and 
arranger as an artist and a businessperson.19

Harlow recommends becoming familiar with 
the kind of choir for which one is arranging, 
and analyzing the best-selling pieces in that 
medium in terms of diffi culty, range, and style.  
Vocal technique should be a primary consid-
eration and all the voices should be “equally 
challenged,” giving each voice part a “chance 
to be the star.”20 When selecting a text in a 
foreign language, Harlow suggests using the 
original language, creating an English version 
that maintains the original meaning, and 
providing a pronunciation guide along with 
a literal, word-by-word translation.

If choosing to arrange a song, Harlow 
suggests making the selection from music in 
the public domain, researching the origin of 
the piece carefully “to avoid copyright entan-
glement,”21 fi nding out what arrangements 
of the title are available, and determining if 
your idea is original enough. The challenge, 
according to the author, is “to maintain the 
fl avor of the original while adding some new 
dimension of interest.”22  

When the song is from another culture, 
the arranger faces additional considerations 
such as respecting the integrity of that 
culture. Due to a worldwide interest and 
concern for multicultural music education for 
several decades, music educators have come 
up with suggestions and recommendations 
to ensure the integrity of a culture when 
teaching and performing the music of that 
culture. The following is a summary of those 

suggestions and recommendations relevant 
to the arranger of children’s choral music:

• Consult with tradition bearers and experts.

• Include biographical information about the 
contributor(s), including their personal 
comments on the selections. 

• Read widely about the music and the cul-
ture in the scholarly literature. 

• Include contextual information about the 
music and culture. 

• Use the original language, listen to a live 
or recorded native speaker’s pronun-
ciation, and include pronunciation, 
literal translation, and “interpretation 
of deeper meanings or layers of 
meaning.”  

• Avoid biased lyrics and musical stereotyp-
ing.  

• Since cultures are dynamic, consider con-
temporary as well as traditional music. 

 
• Use preferably authentic instruments or 

reasonable reproductions. 

• Listen carefully and repeatedly to per-
formers from the culture to perceive 
nuances in pitch, duration, tuning, 
performance style (degrees of vocal 
tension, vibrato, tremolo, accentua-
tions, pulsations, surges, volume, slides, 

ornamentations, nasality, and so on), 
and other factors that make a culture’s 
music distinctive and are lost in west-
ern notation transcriptions. 

• Consider including an audio recording 
featuring native singers.  

This article has provided several con-
siderations and recommendations derived 
from the literature for arranging music for 
the children’s choir. Directors have often 
referred to the importance of the repertoire 
in the development of both the singing voice 
and the love and appreciation of music. It 
is composers and arrangers who are the 
creators of such repertoire. In their hands 
lies a responsibility and a great opportunity 
to advance children’s vocal and musical skills 
and to provide an artistic and meaningful 
music making experience.
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