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DEALING WITH THE VOICE 
 
The beginning of the year is usually a frantic time for choir directors and music departments in 

general, and any preparation that has already occurred at the end of the previous year pays 

dividends at this time. By the beginning of the academic year I’ve usually sorted almost all of my 

repertoire for the year, and most of my choirs are auditioned and ready to go (more on this in a 

future edition of Random Notes!), so it’s just a case of getting going.  

 

If you’re like me, there may have been a little trepidation mixed in with the excitement of the first 

rehearsal. While there is hopefully refreshment and optimism post-holiday, there is also the 

realisation that everything starts from scratch again and the first sound that you hear from the 

choir will likely be raw and probably either somewhat insipid or rough. If this sounds all too 

familiar, never fear! This is the perfect time to instil some good skills in your singers and set them 

on a course for musical success.  

 

The first thing is to get them singing, and spend some time developing vocal technique in a group 

setting as soon as they get going. The advantage of this is that you can achieve a better sound 

almost instantly, and develop good vocal habits that can be applied to all the styles of music being 

sung. The group approach to vocal technique is a much lower threat to those singers who might 

be nervous about being singled out, and also enables you to craft a choral sound that is more 

consistent across the choir. Note that this does not need to happen in isolation – use your 

repertoire and highlight areas that need attention as the singers learn the music.  

 

Since the choral director deals with only one instrument (albeit an instrument with many 

variations), it makes sense that they should know at least the basics of vocal technique. This is 

particularly important when dealing with adolescents, as most are in the crucial phase of the 

changing voice. I would strongly recommend getting onside with a competent singing teacher and 

asking them to either assist you in rehearsal or, at the very least, give you some idea of the 

different facets of the vocal mechanism and how to enable them to work in a healthy, functional 

manner. If you are based in a more remote region where there are no singing teachers suitable for 

this, consider inviting one to your area to take a weekend workshop. You could even band 



together with other like-minded people in order to spread the costs of such a venture. If this is still 

not feasible, try borrowing or buying some suitable books about vocal technique for choral 

singers. Some of these are from a somewhat scholarly perspective (e.g. Richard Miller) and some 

provide tips for a more practical, chalk-face scenario (e.g. Tim Seelig).  

 

Some singing teachers refuse to allow their students to sing in choirs. There are a number of 

reasons for this (and not all are valid), but the fact remains that a good choir consists of a majority 

of capable singers who have at least a basic understanding of how their voice works. I also 

believe that the best choirs enhance the musicianship of their members and make them better 

singers, since it is more than likely that these choirs demonstrate elements of healthy vocal 

technique in order to achieve their distinctive choral sound.  

 

There are two major differences between singers and other musicians. The most obvious one is 

that the instrument is not ‘attached’ to the body like a violin, trumpet or piano. Since the sound is 

created almost completely inside the body, it is much more difficult to explain to a young singer 

how to alter their technique. The science of singing (or vocal pedagogy) is constantly changing as 

experts develop a greater understanding of how the voice works, or revise obsolete ideas that 

may have once been considered gospel. This can make it difficult for choral directors to stay up to 

date with current knowledge, and can be more than a little intimidating. Therefore the relationship 

with a competent singing teacher is all the more important.  

 

However, there are a few basic aspects of vocal technique that can be covered by a choral 

director with relative ease, and will definitely make your choir sound better. You could start by 

ensuring that your singers know about the following terms, and how to approach them when it 

comes to singing (with grateful thanks to Morag Atchison, voice teacher at Auckland University, 

for checking this list for me): 

 

1. Posture. The singer should stand with shoulders aligned with pelvis and ankles, in a tall 

but not tense stance. Shoulders should be straight across and not rounded forward. The 

neck should be long in the front and the back, so that the head sits straight.  

2. Jaw. This should be ‘unlocked’ and relaxed. It should not be forced open into a position 

where the throat is ‘crushed’, and should be dropped and ‘hung’ rather than forced either 

forward or back.  



3. Tongue. The tongue should sit forward and relaxed on the bottom row of teeth, just behind 

the lower lip. Judy Bellingham (voice teacher at Otago University) describes it as being “like 

a good steak: thick, fat and juicy.” 

4. Soft palate. The soft palate sits behind the hard palate at the roof of the mouth and the top 

of the throat. It should sit high, but not be forced up. A useful indicator: if the choir members 

sing an open vowel and block then unblock their noses repeatedly, the sound should stay 

virtually the same if the palate is high enough.  

5. Larynx. The larynx contains the vocal folds, and should sit low in the throat, but not forced 

down. The singers can feel the larynx move up and back down if they gently place their 

fingers on the front of the throat and swallow. A stage whispered “cat” sound will produce a 

higher larynx, while a stage whispered “hot” sound will produce a lower larynx.  

6. Diaphragm. The diaphragm is a large involuntary muscle at the base of the lungs, and 

controls breathing. Since breath is the fuel for singing and also the cause of many vocal 

faults in young singers, it is useful to know how to breathe in a way that uses the full 

capacity of the lungs. A ‘sleeping breath’ is the most natural form of breath, since it is 

completely unassisted, and therefore the best type to model for singing. This breath is 

placed much lower in the body than the typical manipulated breath seen in many young 

singers. A useful indicator: during a good singing breath the stomach and lower ribcage will 

extend and the shoulders will not rise.  

 

Note that the reason for numbers 2-5 is to create more space for vocal resonance, and therefore a 

greater range of vocal colour and volume.  

 

Once you start using these terms and their associated techniques to create a more uniform vocal 

sound, you will find that the singers begin to respond only to the term itself, putting the onus of 

responsibility back on them to ensure that they are singing correctly, which gives you more 

rehearsal time to concentrate on musical rather than mechanical details.  

 

And the second major difference between singers and other musicians? We’ll have a look at that 

next term! 
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