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Your voice is beautiful.



So why are we here?
Why would we ever consider 
changing the way we sing? 



To raise our 

contest score?

Why do we coach singers?



To develop greater 

flexibility and control 

over our instrument

Why do we coach singers?



To communicate what 

is in our artistic heart 

with greater clarity and 

impact

Why do we coach singers?



To reduce strain and 

keep our voice healthy

Why do we coach singers?



To enjoy greater 

intimacy and 

connection with 

other singers

Why do we coach singers?



Overview

❏ Understanding unit sound

❏ The individual singer’s role in building a chorus unit sound

❏ Celebrating every voice: a new kind of PVI



What unit sound is NOT

Unit sound is not merely

– great voices singing correct notes & words

The Three Tenors
Click of this link and skip to ~8:30

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tezDcWcqOog

The Three Tenors – My Way | Moon River | Because | Singin' in the Rain (A Tribute to Hollywood)

José Carreras, Plàcido Domingo, and Luciano Pavarotti, with conductor Zubin Mehta, perform "A Tribute to Hollywood" medley at their legendary concert at the Los Angeles Dodger Stadium in July 1994. Discover The Three Tenors in Concert 1994: https://w.lnk.to/t3ticLY

With the L.A. Philharmonic and the L.A. Music Center Opera Chorus. Featuring songs "My Way", "Moon River" (from Breakfast at Tiffany's), "Because", and "Singin' in the Rain" (from the musical of the same name). Arranged and orchestrated by composer/arranger Lalo Schifrin.

A Tibor Rudas production.

__________ 

 

Warner Classics 

► Website: http://www.warnerclassics.com 

 

Subscribe to our: 

► YT- Channel: https://wnrcl.me/subscribeYT 

► Newsletter https://wnrcl.me/subscribeNL 

 

Follow us on:  

► Facebook: http://www.fb.com/WarnerClassicsErato 

► Instagram: http://www.instagram.com/warner_classics 

► Twitter: http://twitter.com/WarnerClassics 

► YouTube: https://www.youtube.com/warnerclassics 

 

Listen to us on: 

► Spotify: http://open.spotify.com/user/warnerclassics 

► Apple Music: http://itunes.apple.com/curator/warner-classics/1153741571 

► Deezer https://www.deezer.com/profile/321050935 

 

Warner Classics is the home of classical music, featuring iconic high audio quality recordings from the greatest classical legends, opera stars and orchestras of the last century. 

 

Discover our unique collection of live performances, studio sessions and films featuring Maria Callas, Jacqueline du Pré, Nigel Kennedy, Mstislav Rostropovich, Yehudi Menuhin, Itzhak Perlman, Herbert von Karajan, Berliner Philharmoniker and more. 

 

Along with its sister label Erato, Warner Classics continues this tradition with today's most in-demand classical artists, such as Philippe Jaroussky, Joyce DiDonato, Diana Damrau, Emmanuel Pahud, Alexandre Tharaud, Sir Antonio Pappano, Christina Pluhar and Renaud Capuçon. 

 

Enjoy this ever-expanding library of official performance videos and exclusive interviews from the classical greats. Check back regularly for more music from your favourite composers including Bach, Mozart, Chopin, Debussy, Satie, Beethoven, Vivaldi, Handel and more.

#ClassicalMusic #TheThreeTenors

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tezDcWcqOog
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tezDcWcqOog


What unit sound is NOT

Unit sound is not merely

– great voices singing correct notes & words

“Hamilton” – The Schuyler Sisters
Click on this link and skip to ~1:45:  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=POHVE9uCNAY

The Schuyler sisters - Hamilton (Original Cast 2016 - Live) [HD]

From Hamilton on Disney+

-

All rights go to The Walt Disney Company!

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=POHVE9uCNAY
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=POHVE9uCNAY


What chorus unit sound IS

❏ A unified ensemble sound, such that you wouldn’t be able to take attendance 
in the chorus, or the section, with your eyes closed.

❏ The sound that gets rewarded in the barbershop style.

❏ Powerful, penetrating, exciting!

❏ Achieved primarily through individual vocal efficiency and matched vowels.



Vocal Standard Chorus, Rob Mance directing

They are from Kansas City, MO 

Click link to watch their 2023 Chorus Semifinals:  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mRLFGo09az8

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mRLFGo09az8


What is the individual singer’s role in building chorus 
unit sound?

First priority: 

cultivate a growth mindset.

Carol S. Dweck, Ph.D



Dweck’s premise: 

When facing any challenge where there is a possibility of failure, 

people tend to adopt either a fixed mindset or a growth mindset. 

Fixed Mindset vs. Growth Mindset

15



Again, when facing any challenge where there is a possibility of failure, 

people tend to adopt either a fixed mindset or a growth mindset. 

● Fixed mindset: assumes that qualities like intelligence, athleticism, 

musical ability, moral character, etc. are all more or less set in stone.

● Growth mindset: assumes that these qualities can be cultivated 

through our efforts; everyone can grow and change through 

application and experience.

Fixed Mindset vs. Growth Mindset

16



Fixed-mindset singers

17

◼ Believe that they either ARE or AREN’T 
a “good singer.”

◼ Feel continuous pressure to “prove” that 
they ARE a “good singer.”

◼ Avoid taking risks that might expose 

their deficiencies. 



Growth-mindset singers

18

● See ourselves as having limitless 

potential to learn and grow.

● Understand that the most rapid 

growth occurs when we are

● exploring the ragged edges of 

our ability, 

● trying new things, 

● making mistakes, and 

● learning from them. 



Components of Unit Sound

To contribute to unit sound, the individual singer is responsible for singing with her most efficient sound, 
which includes

❏ Efficient vocal fold closure 

❏ Efficient body alignment 

❏ Efficient breathing 

❏ Efficient vowels 



Components of Unit Sound

To contribute to unit sound, the individual singer is responsible for singing with her 

most efficient sound, which includes

❏ Efficient vocal fold closure 

❏ Efficient body alignment 

❏ Efficient breathing 

❏ Efficient vowels 



Efficient Vocal Closure:  The Vocal Folds Size Comparisons

Dime                  Nickel                          Quarter



Efficient Vocal Closure: The Vocal Folds (a.k.a vocal cords)



Efficient Vocal Closure: Watch the Vocal Folds

2

3

Vocal Cords up close while singing

Here is a video of 4 people while they sing the song "hear us and have mercy."

Check out this website for singing tips: http://www.rosetait.co.uk/welcome-to-tips-for-singers.html

This YouTube video shows camera views 

of how four different people’s vocal folds move.
Click on this link to watch: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-XGds2GAvGQ

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-XGds2GAvGQ
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-XGds2GAvGQ


Phonation: Air is pushed from the lungs through the opening between the vocal 

folds, which then vibrate and produce sound (a variety of sounds)

The Spectrum of Phonation

Breathy Clear

Tense

Relaxed



Play around with how these phrases feel and sound.

The Spectrum of Phonation

“I said be quiet!”

Breathy Clear

Tense

Relaxed



The Spectrum of Phonation

Play around with how these phrases feel and sound.

“Happy birthday 
to you . . .”

Breathy Clear

Tense

Relaxed



Play around with how these phrases feel and sound.

The Spectrum of Phonation

“Stop!!!”

Breathy Clear

Tense

Relaxed



Play around with how these phrases feel and sound.

The Spectrum of Phonation

Breathy Clear

Tense

Relaxed



Where does barbershop live?

Breathy Clear

Tense

Relaxed

“I said be quiet!”

“Happy birthday 
to you . . .”

“Stop!!!”



Barbershop rewards “efficient” (effortlessly clear) phonation

“The Ladies” quartet – 2023 Sweet Adelines International champions

Click this link to enjoy their “effortless” performances:  
“Come On and Sing”  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=x1BgmvSpEuI

“Cuddle Up a Little Bit Closer” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=T_13cZL39xU

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=x1BgmvSpEuI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=x1BgmvSpEuI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=T_13cZL39xU


Efficient Body Alignment:
The Importance of Efficient Body Alignment



Efficient Body Alignment: Why Does Alignment Matter?

Efficient Alignment allows Efficient Vocal Functioning

Allows the skeleton to take on most of the work of 

maintaining body position, reducing tension

Tension:

• using muscles not required for the task, or 

• using muscles required for the task beyond what is 

necessary to achieve it

Tension anywhere in the body = tension in the voice



Visualizing Efficient Alignment

Knees should feel 

“buoyant” not 
lockedc



Your head is much 

heavier than it seems!

Around 5 kg (10-11lbs)

Balancing the Head

Knees should feel 

“buoyant” not locked
Knees should feel 

“buoyant” not locked



Our muscles do the LEAST work 

when 

● our head is balanced on our 

spine, with 

● the holes in the ears aligned 

with 

● the middle of the shoulders. 

Balancing the Head

*Knees should feel 

“buoyant” not locked



Alignment changes can feel WEIRD.

Most of us habitually stand 

(and therefore habitually sing) 

with our ear holes  forward of 

our shoulders. 

Many singers report that 

proper alignment “feels like 
I’m leaning backwards.” 

Note:  Knees should feel “buoyant” 
not locked



Why does it feel weird 

to stand in good 

alignment?



The problem: we live in a 

slouching society!

Diagnosing and Correcting Inefficient Alignment

Because this is how we practice!



● Increases your resonating space (richer sound, more ease)

● Allows more vocal flexibility and ease

● Reduces “vocal weight” and assists pitch accuracy

● Protects your voice against fatigue and damage

● Makes unit sound possible!

Why Should I Work on Training My Alignment?

3

9



Words of Wisdom

“If it doesn’t feel weird, we 
probably haven’t done anything.”

AND

“It’s going to feel weird until it 
doesn’t feel weird anymore.” 

–Rob Mance



Alignment Checklist from the Ground Up!

• Feet: Weight evenly balanced front/back and left/right

• Knees: buoyant 

• Pelvis: rotated to the point of releasing the knees

• Sternum: noble, moderately high

• Shoulders, arms, and fingers: released

• Back/Ab muscles: released

• Chin: parallel to the floor (level gaze)

• Neck: soft and pliable



Find a partner.

Photograph your partner in profile (full 

body) as they attempt to stand with ear 

holes over the middle of the shoulders.

Show them the photo and let them 

attempt to self-correct, then take another 

photo and let them see how they did.

Swap roles.

Activity: Let’s get aligned! (Remember: progress, not perfection!)

Remember: Knees should feel “buoyant” 
not locked



“Sing with your best alignment.”

“Release the head up and forward”

“Allow your spine to be its full length.”

“Long back of neck, short front of neck.”

Quick Reminders to encourage efficient alignment



Efficient Breathing:  Barbershop breathing myths

Myth: It’s important to “tank up” for a long phrase

Fact: Giant breaths cause tension at the “valve”—the vocal folds. Tension makes it 

harder to sing in tune, especially at the extremes of our range, and it causes individual 

voices to stick out of the ensemble sound. 

-----------

Myth: It’s important to keep the “core” (abdominal) muscles firm all the time when 
singing barbershop. 

Fact: Releasing the abdominal muscles on the inhalation allows the diaphragm to 

descend freely and contributes to a richer sound. 



Efficient Vowels:  Tips to unify chorus vowels

1) “Conversational” jaw and lips.

2) Tip of the tongue touches the back of the bottom teeth for every vowel. The 

longer the duration of the vowel, the more important it is to get the tongue 

forward. 



Q: What should musical leaders listen for?



Q&A:  Individual voices!

If you can “take attendance” with your eyes closed (“There’s Susan’s voice . . . there’s 
Melissa . . .”), give the singers something to do that will move them towards unity. 

>>>>Chorus sings.

● Leader: “Let’s all adjust our alignment and see what that does for our unit sound”

>>>>Chorus sings.

● Leader: “That’s a more unified sound! Now let’s relax the jaw and see what that 
does for our unity.” 

>>>>Chorus sings.



● The first rule of working with singers is DO NO HARM. 

● Never tell a singer they are doing something wrong. 

● Give them something to DO that corrects the inefficiency,

● then celebrate the improvement. 

THIS IS IMPORTANT



Working vocal skills: 6 things to look/listen for…

Misalignment

Shoulder tension

Jaw tension

Lip tension

Inefficient vocal fold closure

Mismatched vowels



Misalignment

Diagnosis: Notice when the holes in the ears are forward of the shoulders. Notice when the 

singer’s head is tilted up or down rather than level.

Correction strategies: “Align the holes in the ears with the highest part of the shoulders.” 

● “Sing with your best alignment.” 
● “Long back of neck, short front of neck.” 
● “Allow your spine to be its full length.” 
● “Level gaze at the horizon.” 
● “I want to celebrate ___’s excellent alignment. Let’s all match her.”
● “I know we’re still looking at the music; let’s hold it up so we aren’t looking down.” 
● “Let’s see what we sound like if we all prioritize alignment.” 
● “I know it can feel tense when we bring the ears back in alignment with the shoulder; we 

address that tension with subtle continuous motion — think ‘bobble head.’”



Diagnosis: Notice when the singer is holding their arms in any fixed 

position rather than relaxed at their sides, or when they raise their 

shoulders to breathe. 

Correction strategies:

● “Let’s raise our shoulders up high, then release them.”
● “Let’s roll our shoulders in big backwards circles as we sing, following 

the rule that ‘muscles in motion can’t grip.’”
● “Let’s breathe low in the body, letting the shoulders stay relaxed on the 

breath.” 

Shoulder tension



Jaw tension

Diagnosis: Notice when the singer is opening their jaw wider than they would for 

speech. 

Correction strategies:

● “Let’s speak the line three times, noticing how little the jaw moves when we 
speak.”

● “Let’s put a hand on our jaw to remind it to chill out.”



Lip tension

Diagnosis: Notice when the singer is pulling their lips into a wide grin, covering 

their teeth with their lips, or doing anything with their lips that seems exaggerated.

Correction strategies:

● “Let’s touch our fingers to the corners of our lips to remind them to chill.”
● “Let’s speak the line three times, noticing how little effort is needed from the 

lips when we just speak normally.” 



Inefficient vocal fold closure

Diagnosis: The singer’s voice sounds breathy/weak rather than clear and 
penetrating.

Correction strategies:

● “Let’s bubble (lip trill) the phrase to help our vocal folds work more efficiently.”
● “Sing the phrase like an angry kitty cat on ‘Meow meow.’”
● “Repeat after me: ‘Oh wow . . . Oh man . . . Oh no’”
● “Can you add more presence to the sound?” 



Mismatched vowels

Diagnosis: As the chorus holds a vowel, you hear individual voices.

Correction strategies:

● “Tip of the tongue touches the back of the bottom teeth for every vowel.”
● “Repeat after me: ‘me me me me me.’ Use that true EE vowel.”
● “Everyone check out my outfit and say, ‘Oh!’ Use that OH vowel.” 
● “Everyone check out my outfit and say, ‘Ooh!’ Use that OO vowel.”



Activity: We practiced “group” trust!



Activity: We practiced “group” trust!
Volunteers were asked to 

sing something for the 

group.

Then the group was to 

come up with three 

adjectives about that 

person’s performance or 
about that person’s voice 
that they like.

Those adjectives were put 

into short “I am..” and/or

“My voice is ..” sentences, 
which the singer read out

loud, and then sang again

to the group emboding

those words.

WOW!

I am genuine

I am courageous

I sing with precision

I make others feel happy

I am enthusiastic

My voice is bright

I am soulful

I am sincere

My voice has a beautiful ring



Unit Sound

To contribute to unit sound, the individual singer is responsible for singing with 

her most efficient sound, which includes

● Efficient vocal fold closure 

● Efficient body alignment 

● Efficient breathing (silent, relaxed abs)

● Efficient vowels  (speechlike jaw and lips, speechlike vowels, tongue forward)
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