


EDITOR'S NOTE: A special thanks is extened to the Response Reading 
Committee that included Nancy Cox, (ACDA National Repeltoire and 
Standards Chair); Alan Gumm, (Central Michigan University); Alan 
C. McClung (University of North Texas); and Lyn Schenbeck (Choral 
Journal Editorial Board, LaGrange College, Georgia). 

For service and commitment to the choral music alt at the middle 
level, each contributing teacher is sincerely appreciated and admired. 
This article is a means to acknowledge the importance of that 
contribution. 

RESPONDENTS: Lon Beery, New York; Marily Berrie, New 
Jersey; Shawn Berry, Florida; Beth Best, Illinois; Cynthia Bayt 
Bradford, Indiana; Christine Bruns, Georgia; Monica Cox, Ne- 
braska; Bob Crocker, California; Debbie Davey, Arizona; Helen 
Deitz, Oregon; Natalia Douris, Florida; Meg Foster, Georgia; 
Kelly Flores, Texas; Gretchen Hanison, Kansas; Eileen Hower, 
Pennsylvania; Leslie Imse, Connecticut; Mary Jennings, Mary- 
land; Janeal Krehbiel, Kansas; Wayne Kuehl, North Dakota; Tof 
McWilliams, Missouri; Susan Messer, Georgia; Jeanne Shapim 
Nahan, New Jersey; Cynthia Nott, Texas; Paul Olson, Idaho; 
Randy Pagel, Nevada; Marie Palmer, Indiana; Tina Glander 
Peterson, Wisconsin; Nancy Pierce, New York; Cristy Ray, 
Georgia; Linda Vaughn, Illinois. 

V aluing and consciously considering the pedagogical 
insights and practices of successful in-service 
teachers is important when designing programs and 
writing curricula to meet the musical and emotional 

needs of students in the middle-level choral music classroom. 
The unique qualities of every teacher and classroom suggest that 
common practice is frequently flavored with spiced variations. 
However, the basic recipes for success are frequently shared 
among successful middle-level choral music teachers. 

In the October 2005 issue of Choral Journal, master teach- 
ers from across the country were invited to respond to seven 
questions that outlined a variety of issues faced by choral music 
teachers of the middle-level age group, (ages 12-15, grades 
6-9). Thirty teachers, twenty-three women and seven men, 
representing twenty-one states and every region of the country, 
responded. 

Synthesizing thirty quality responses into a single article had 
certain challenges. Although it was important to capture the es- 
sence of all submitted responses, it was necessary to select and 
edit these responses. A reading committee was asked to select 
the best over-all responses for each of the seven questions. This 
procedure was mostly successful, but because of the quality and 
length of the responses the procedure was expanded to include 
brief, pointed insights in an attempt to represent the ideas of a 
larger number of respondents. We hope that the information 
included in this article validates the pedagogical practices for 
some middle-level teachers; and for others, we hope that the 
information offers helpful guidance. 

(&JESTION ONE 
Some middle-level choral programs segregate the males and 
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females, choosing to create single-gender classes. Other middle- 
level choral programs choose, or are required, to have mixed- 
gender classes. Describe the pros and cons of single gender 
versus mixed-gender choral performance classes at this level. 

RESPONSE OVERVIEW 
A large majority of the respondents (83 percent) believe that 
single-gender, choral music classes offer teachers more op- 
portunities to attend to students' social and musical needs than 
mixed-gender choral music classes. Most respondents, however, 
believe that the mixed chorus experience should be retained 
somewhere in the middle-level choral program. The points that 
follow attempt to encapsulate the responses. 

Middle-level Single-Gender Choral Performance Classes 

encourage social camaraderie and team-like identity. 

increase recruitment and retention rates based on the 
popularity of all-male choirs. 

encourage gender-specific teaching strategies. 

decrease classroom management problems 

eliminate the distraction of the opposite sex. 

offer female classes a more socially relaxed atmosphere. 

offer a safe environment to attend to the unique emotional 
needs of each gender. 

encourage individual accomplishment and the develop- 
ment of student leadership skills. . 

offer a safe, less, self-conscious environment to address the 
unique physical and emotional issues of the male voice, 
(unchanged and changing), and the female voice. 

offer a safe environment that nurtures vocal experimen- 
tation and vocal risk-taking that fosters vocal confi- 
dence. 

offer the opportunity to tailor song texts to fit the interests 
of the different genders. 

offer the opportunity to tailor repertoire selection to fit the 
different musical skill levels. 

offer the opportunity to tailor repertoire to fit the vocal 
ranges. 

EDITOR'S NOTE: Male voice settings include unison; two-part (soprano- 
alto, alto-cambiataltenor, alto-baritone, carnbiataltenor-baritone); 
three-part (soprano-alto-carnbiawtenor, alto-cambiataltenor-baritone, 
cambiata iltenor I-cambiata Illtenor II-baritone); four-part (soprano- 
alto-cambiafaltenor-baritone. alto-cambiata Vtenor I-camhiafa 1IItenor 



11-baritonelbass). Female voice settings include 
unison: two-part (SS, SA); three-part (high- 
middle-low, SSA, SAA): four-part (SSAA). 

females positively influence male 
behavior. 

CYNTHIA BAM BRADFORD BOYS 
and girls learn differently. Matching 
learning styles with an appropriate class- 
room structure makes for a more pro- 
ductive classroom. A benefit of separate 
gender classes is that a safe place exists 
for students to experiment with their 
changing voices. 

Female-only classes are more socially 
relaxed when hoys are not present. As a 
result. the girls are often more willing to 
experiment with vocal colors and styles 
without feeling self-conscious. 

Male-only classes offer the boys with 
changing voices a sense of common 
ground. In this atmosphere of shared 
knowledge, the teacher may comfort- 
ably suggest techniques and invite other 
students to chime in with their first-hand 
knowledge. As a female teacher, I often 
turn to the guys to model a sound and 
to coach each other through a particular 
vocal situation. 

foster tuning skill. Becaose bpart  mu- 
sic (S-A-(C/T)-B offers a traditional 
harmonic structure, vertical tuning 
is more readily achievable. 

- 

Middle-Level Mixed-gender Choral  
Performance Classes 

simplify the scheduling challenges 
within the school's general class 
schedule. 

offer a wider range of repertoire com- 
posed by the music masters. 

eliminate the scheduling challenge of 
combining single-gender choirs into 
a mixed choir musical experience 
setting. 

EDITOR'S NOTE: Mixed voice setlings include 
two-pa1.t (S-CIT), SB); three-part (S-A-CIT), 
SAB): four-part (S-A-C/TB:I: five-part (S-S-A- 
C/TB): six-part (S-S-A-CIITI-CIImI-B). 

eliminate the gender issue and offer the 
opportunity to structure classes by 
l~lusical ability and maturity levels. 

foster an atmosphere of shared compas- 
sion during the vocal maturation 
period. 

foster an understanding and apprecia- 
tion for the different vocal timbres. 

encourage students to work together 
across gender l i e s ,  stressing team- 
work. 

encourage an environment in which 

KELLY FLORES Young adolescent 
boys often feel embarrassed about their 
voices' cracking and can be extremely 
frustrated regarding issues related to pitch 
matching and vocal range. In an all male 
class, more time is available to explore 
the changing voice. The boys. without 
the pressure of the girls watching and 
listening, are free to support one another 
by offering suggestions. In separated 
classes, girls have more time to focus 
on the development of their own vocal 
instruments. Behaviorally, this age deals 
with hormonal issues. By separating the 
classes. students can focus on the class 
and less on who to impress. 

LON BEERY I prefer segregated groups. 1 
I have found that segregated choruses 
provide a safe environment that allows 
the teacher to focus on the spec~fic needs 
of the adolescent voice change. Boys 
in the midst of their voice change often I 
feel awkward in front of the girls. The 1 
girls, especially around 8th grade, are so 
socially conscious that they "clam up'' in 
front of the hoys. When I have separated 
them, both groups sing better. The boys 
enjoy singing together and identify sing- 
ing as a "guy's thing to do." :  INTERNATIONAL CHILDREN'S 1 

VAL MARIE PALMER Separating genders 
allows male and female choirs to learn 
at a quicker pace with fewer distractions. 
Male students are more focused on sing- 
ing, camaraderie, and healthy competi- 
tion. Recruiting and retention seems to 
be easier with all-male groups. Pitch 
matching issues, vocal production is- 
sues, repertoire text issues, and matching 
repertoire to vocal ranges are more read- 
ily addressed in single-gender settings. I 
Students seem to listen and tune easier 
when the voices are split by gender. Fe- 
male students are usually capable of 
singing more difficult music and are more 
comfortable singing about emotional 
subjects such as love and beauty. 

HOIR FLSTI 
Canterbury, Oxford and 

Henry Leck, Artistic D 
Dr. David Flood, Principal ( 

---I-- n A 7 4 n d  

London 

J U I .  

irb rhs 
Ar, 

. A major t\r,iral cnllrerl 
Virtuosi 01 ir,ndon Orcl 

. A ln~njor full eucnini: Fatiu,.. .\..,.... ... -......uu., -....-, 

.All choirs a ivensonginibe lit11 c.Vuircof 
wllere II,C tradition b c ~ a n  ill 5 Y i  A.D.! 

( . I?ivid~;~l~....... :. ...... choir ih,Caorerlun Catbedralsndinliindunatiacation 
. ~ c h  El. MartmrntbcFicldr, Sc, Paul's Clrhednl. Cncnr Ci;srden and a' ' Gxlor-u, too! 

David Floe, 

For Ad1 
d srd He,,r, Lo 

ditional 11 
r.11 

rk r i l l  conduct ,vnrkrhopr with 

nformation and  a I 
1-800-835-0401 

British European Specialty ' 12315 Hancock Etrrel S u e  24 Carl 
fo@BESTConcertTours corn w w  BE 

Tours, Ltd 
nel IN46032 
STCancenTol SUSAN MESSER Two years ago my 

CHORAL JOURNAL a November 2006 



daily schedule changed from mixed- 
gender classes to single-gender classes. 
I have found that the advantages of 
single- gender classes far outweigh the 
disadvantages. Students experience a 
higher level of musical success in classes 
separated by gender. Inhibitions about 
singing in front of the opposite gender 
are non-existent, and the inherent need to 
show-off in front of the opposite gender. 
The girls enjoy developing their extreme 
ranges and the boys feel safe during this 
changing voice period, when their voices 
are playing all types of tricks on them. 
Boy sopranos can continue to enjoy their 
high voices, enabling the male choruses 
to sing multiple parts. In performance, 
male and female choruses encourage 
one another. The guys, especially, are 
applauded for their efforts to sing music 
specifically written for male chorus. The 
primary disadvantage for the segregated 
choruses is the inability to rehearse mixed 
chorus music on a regular basis. 

TINA GLANDER PETERSON Because 
the fear of embarrassment is removed, 
students are more willing to take risks 
in single gender settings. However, the 
mixed choir setting offers students the 
opportunity to learn about the diversity 
of the changing voice. In a mixed-gender 
setting, students become more compas- 
sionate to each other as both genders 
experience their various stages of vocal 
mutation. 

NANCY PIERCE I feel that amixed cho- 
ral ~erformance is the best way to 90. The 

music reading skills in the middle-level 
choral music curriculum. The following 
descriptors indicate the power of their 
responses. 

Sight-Reading 

is the backbone of the choir. 

is vital to becoming an independent 
singer. 

develops musical independence and 
musical confidence. 

should drive the choral curriculum. 

is the foundation of good musician- 
ship. 

is the teacher's professional responsi- 
bility. 

enables students to perform challenging 
music at a higher level. 

should he a course goal in every middle- 
level choral music curriculum. 

should he reinforced in the concert 
literature. 

reflects 'the value placed on musical 
skills. 

enhances musicianship. 

saves rehearsal time in the long term. 

allows students to participate in their 
musical education. 

builds pride and a sense of accomplish- 
ment. 

is the key to lifelong learning in 
music. 

MARIE PALMER Music reading skills 
are essential to the middle-level choral 
curriculum. If sight-reading is done on a 

. - 
students learn to hear the different timbres 
of each voice. Boys and girls learn to get 
along and work together. An all female 

Emory University 
andlor all male ensemble(s) can always 
arise out of this mixed grouping. 

in Atlanta 

QUESTION TWO 
When constructing the middle-level 
choral music curriculum. what level of 

Master of Music in Choral Conducting 
Master of Sacred Music in Choral Conducting 

Full tultlon remission plus $13,500 stlpend 
Audltioo dates Monday, Jariuary 29 ,2007 and Nlonday, February 26, 2007 

importance do you assign to the devel- Eric Nelson, Director of Choral Activities 
National and International Touring Opportunities 

opment of music reading (sight-singing) 
skills? 

For information contact 
Director of Graduate Studies 

EMORY 
Department of Music, Emory University 

RESPONSE OVERVIEW Atlanta, Geoigia 30322 
404.727.6445 

All of the respondents agreed that it is b t tp : /hwro .mno~ .~d~ lMUSIC  ' 

important to include the development of 
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regular basis and presented in a positive 
way, students develop skills that enhance 
their musicality. In the long run, it saves 
rehearsal time. Male students seem to 
be especially good at sight-reading and 
take pride in figuring out the "puzzle" 
embedded in their daily sight-reading 
exercises. 

PAUL OLSON Because our ability to 
sight-read is judged each spring, we're 
motivated to sight-read almost everyday. 
We learn most of our songs using [mov- 
able do] solfa coupled with Curwen hand 
signs. This year we learned thehand signs 
for the chromatic pitches, a trick I never 
thought this old-dog choir director could 
learn. For students who don't play piano 
or some other instrument, Cunven hand 
signs combined with movable do solfa 
are a great substitute. It offers students 
a fraulework for pitch. I'm sold on it. 

TINA GLANDER PETERSON We work 
on sight-reading with solfa everyday. All 
aspects of the rehearsal improve when 
students are empowered with these music 
literacy tools. Helping them develop the 
tools to be better musicians improves not 
only their singing, but also their classroom 
behavior. Students who are taught to read 
music develop pride in their performance. 
Sight-reading is invaluable and should 
hepart of the middle-level choral music 
curricula. 

CHRISTINE BRUNS Sight-reading 
skills are of the utmost importance at the 
middle school level! When taught in an 

engaging and practical manner, middle 
school students understand the necessity 
and benefits of sight-singing. Sight-sing- 
ing is included in every rehearsal. It is 
imperative that the skills practiced during 
sight-reading sessions be transferred into 
the rehearsal of the concert literature, 
especially when learning new pieces or 
working on intonation. Using a pitch 
system [e.g., solfa syllables, or movable 
pitch numbers] and a rhythm system are 
practical ways for middle-level students 
to develop their music-reading abilities. 

When vocal students start to use these 
skills outside the specified sight-reading 
time is when they begin to become inde- 
pendent musicians. I have had a number 
of students learn new music on their own, 
compete successfully at festivals, and 
gain an interest in composition, due, in 
part, to their knowledge of sight-reading. 
It is also wonderful to see the peer teach- 
ing that goes on during the sight-singing 
time; students assist one another in solv- 
ing the examples while simultaneously 
building chorus unity. I have heard other 
teachers' concerns about the time spent on 
exercises rather than repertoire, especially 
with limited class time or as concert time 
approaches. The time spent sight-reading 
ultimately enhances the rehearsal. Music 
can be learned at a faster rate and in more 
depth. Overall, sight-reading should be an 
integral part of any choral program, and 
it should be an especially important part 
of the middle-level curricula. 

CRlSTY RAY Sight-singing is crucial. It 
is the building block for all other musi- 
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cat aspects. Sight-reading is how a new 
piece of music should be taught. When 
rote is the primary means of teaching 
and learning pitches and rhythms, we 
fail to acknowledge our students' musi- 
cal potential. Additionally, when rote 
dependent, we limit our concert literature 
choices. Middle-level students have a 
sense of pride and accomplishment when 
they learn a piece of music using their 
music-reading skills. They take pride 
in the success of the final performance 
product. 

MARY JENNINGS The development 
of sight-singlng skills should drive the 
middle school choral program. Sight- 
singing instruction should be loglcal and 
sequential, a natural and expected part 
of a well-developed middle-level choral 
rehearsal. 

KELLY FLORES Sight-reading is the 
foundation of a good musician. The abil- 
ity to read music requires daily practice. 
Middle school choir directors should 
recognize that it is their duty to lay this 
foundation from the first day of class. It 
should be an expected part of every re- 
hearsal. Sight-reading becomes engrained 
in students' routines if each class period 
includes warm-ups, sight-reading, and 
rehearsal of the concert literature. Sight- 
reading success begins with the director. 

EDITOR'S NOTE: The ability to sight-sing is 
one skill, and the ability to teach sight-singing 
is a different skill. If improving your ability to 
teach sight-singing is a professional goal, invite 
someone who teaches sight-singing successfully 
to teach you and your students. If that right 
person is not working in your disvict or state, 
uersevere: look to other reeions of the countrv. - 
Expert sight-singing pedagogues are out there, 
and they are willing to help you enhance your 
musical skills. As Kelly Flores said in her 
response, "Sight-reading success begins with 
the director." 

QUESTION THREE 
When assigning voice parts, some 
middle-level choral music teachers as- 
sign the baritone part to all males. What 
are the positive and negative aspects of 
assigning all mlddle-level males to the 
same vocal part? 
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RESPONSE OVERVIEW 
The following reasons were given for 
assigning middle-level males to the same 
vocal part: offers safety and confidence 
in numbers; provides a feeling of social 
unity and male bonding; eliminates the 
social consequence of being labeled the 
boy who sings the girls' part; and to some 
degree, helps to balance the sound. 

There was, however. an overwhelm- 
' ~g consensus encapsulated in the Marily 

errie's response, "Students should sing 
ie voice part most appropriate to their 

.ocal development." Yet the subject's 
complexity is captured by respondent 
Shawn Berry, "This will always be an 
issue we debate." 

EDITOR'S NOTE: Prepubescent males retain 
their unchanged voices and can comfortably 
sing in the alto or soprano range. With the onsef 
of puberty, frequently near but not limited to 
the age of 13, the vocal folds begin to thicken. 
The result of this gradual and sometimes not so 
gradual thickening of the vocal folds produces 
a lowered singing range. The average range of 
high cambinrus and low camhintus is F P - F ~ ~ ,  
with a comfortable tessiruru range of A3-E4. 
High cambiarus can extend to include a few 
higher pitches and low cambiatas will extend 
comfortably to include a few lower pitches. 
The average range for young baritones is 
B ~ - c ~ ,  with a cotnfortable ressifera range of 
D3-~3-high baritones can extend comfortably 
to include a few higher pitches and lower 
baritones, (basses), can extend comfortably to 
include a few lower pitches. 

MARIE PALMER Hardly any middle 
school boy can sing a baritone part as 
written in most music. The range is 
too broad. For the unchanged or  newly 
changing voice, the range is too low. 
For the newly developing low voice, the 
range is too high, leading to frustration 
and poor production. 

LESLIE IMSE Because the boys' voices 
are changing during their time at the 
middle school, it is important to assign 
parts that are unique to their ranges and 
voice qualities. 

DEBBIE DAVEY The only time I have 
used an SAB arrangement was when I did 
extensive rewriting of it myself, which 
pretty much turned it into SAT[C]B. 
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HELEN DEITZ In every SAB or three- 
part mixed song, the teacher will need to 
write in alternate parts. If they don't, the 
students will make up their own. 

TOF MCWILLLAMS Before scheduling 
allowed me to separate class by gender, 
we tried to have the boys sing the bari- 
tone part. However, very few of the 7th 
and 8th grade males could sing the entire 
line. They were dropping notes, trying 
to "pop" octaves, or they were just mak- 
ing up notes when the musical line went 
outside their ranges. 

NATALIA DOURIS I see no positive 
reasons in placing middle school males 
on one vocal line. The baritone line is 
most often too wide for the limited range 
of middle school males; it simply does 
not accommodate most voices. Therefore, 
it contributes to droning and straining, 
when the pitches are either too low or 
too high. With mixed, middle school 
choruses, teachers should be encour- 

aged to use and modify SATB, [SACB], 
SA, SSA, or SSAA music. This music 
provides more choices. In SA, SSA, or 
SSAA music, males can be taught to sing 
in unison pitch with the female voices or 
to sing at the octave. 

GRETCHEN HARRISON If a teacher 
feels forced to assign all middle-level 
male voices to one part due to low male 
enrollment, be prepared to edit that part to 
fit the ranges of the various voices. I find 
it healthier to assign middle-level male 
voices to soprano, alto, cambiata, tenor, 
or bass parts. 

CHRISTlNE BRUNS For a unified 
sound and social reasons, our young men 
often want to stand together, but this is 
often not the best practice. Young men, 
whose voices have not yet lowered, may 
try to avoid using their wonderful upper 
range. These boys tun the risk of limit- 
ing their vocal growth and treading in 
the monotone low note territory. Often, 
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