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Welcome to Seasons Chorale & Orchestra! 
 
Our Purpose. Seasons Chorale & Orchestra builds a vibrant community of 
musicians, welcoming individuals of all beliefs and backgrounds. We provide 
enriching and inclusive musical experiences, free to all. Through high-quality 
performances, educational opportunities, and a commitment to service, we 
celebrate the power of music to inspire, uplift, and transform lives. 

Your Commitments to the Choir 
• Rehearsal Participation 

A choir is many voices coming together as one. Achieving this unity requires 
rehearsing together so we can learn and consistently apply the conductor’s 
interpretation of each piece. Notes, rhythm, dynamics, breathing, 
pronunciation, balance, and all the other elements of choral singing must be 
coordinated across the entire ensemble. Whether you’re a novice or a pro, 
your presence at rehearsals is essential to our unity. 

• Attendance 
Everyone is welcome, and no auditions are required! However, to sing in the 
performance, you must attend at least 80% of rehearsals, including the 
mandatory tech rehearsal on the Thursday before the performance. This 
means missing no more than 2-3 regular rehearsals. If you have extenuating 
circumstances, please discuss them with your section leader. 

• Music Resources & Practice 
You will check out a music folder to practice at home. Please bring it to each 
rehearsal and return it at the end of the season. Limited rehearsal time is 
spent reviewing parts, so you are expected to learn and practice your parts 
at home and come prepared to polish the music at rehearsal. Audio 
recordings, practice files, and digital files with conductor markings are 
available at https://www.sojochoralarts.org/members.html. Please use 
these resources and transfer the markings to your music in pencil. 

• Punctuality 
Please arrive by 6:30 p.m. on Thursdays (and 8:30 a.m. on scheduled 
Saturdays) to settle in and greet your section. Warm-ups begin at 6:35 p.m., 
followed by rehearsal at 6:45 p.m. We appreciate your timely arrival.  

https://www.sojochoralarts.org/members.html
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Choral Technique 
Ben Chapman 

 
This document summarizes many of the most important principles of effective 
choral singing. Please review these concepts regularly and practice applying 
them whenever and wherever you sing. 

Blending 
A choir is many voices singing as one voice. This happens when we are unified 
in our 1) pitch, 2) rhythm, 3) dynamics, 4) breathing, 5) pronunciation, 6) 
vowels, 7) cutoffs, and 8) vocal timbre, while also balancing each individual 
voice and section against the whole. No voice should stick out, and no voice 
should disappear. With this goal in mind, our general approach to learning 
each song will be: notes, rhythm, and dynamics—beginning with the most 
difficult sections—followed by words, pronunciation, cutoffs, and breaths. 
When helpful, we may initially learn parts using only a neutral syllable such as 
“di,” “do,” or “dah.” This allows us to focus on pitch, rhythm, and harmony 
without the additional challenge of pronouncing the text. We may also use 
count singing to master difficult rhythms. Once we have learned the notes, 
rhythm, dynamics, and text, we may occasionally sing a cappella to expose our 
pitch, vowel matching, balance, and harmony. 

Vibrato 
We generally minimize vibrato in choral singing. Excessive, wide, or 
inconsistent vibrato can make it more difficult to maintain a stable, accurate 
pitch center and to match the vocal timbre of the singers around us. Our goal 
is a focused, steady tone that allows us to match pitch, vowel shape, vocal 
timbre, and blend together as one voice. 

Posture 
Good singing begins with good posture. Stand or sit tall and balanced, with 
your feet firmly grounded, knees relaxed, and chest comfortably lifted. Keep 
your head balanced naturally over your spine rather than pushing your chin 
forward or upward. Your neck, shoulders, jaw, and face should remain free of 
tension while maintaining postural support. Think “tall, balanced, and 
relaxed,” not rigid or military. Good posture gives the breathing and vocal 
systems the freedom they need to work efficiently and helps us maintain a 
consistent sound throughout the entire vocal range. 
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Placement and Resonance 
With good posture established, we can focus on an efficient vocal setup. We 
want an open, resonant, balanced sound that can be produced comfortably 
throughout the vocal range, without unnecessary tension. 
We avoid both a heavy, pressed chest voice and a weak, breathy falsetto. 
Likewise, many techniques used successfully by solo singers are not 
appropriate for a choir. Belting, for example, can introduce unnecessary 
tension or timbral differences, while some operatic techniques are designed to 
help a soloist project over an orchestra. A choir has a different objective: we 
are trying to blend rather than compete acoustically with one another. 
We strive for a relaxed, open, and focused sound with stable breath support, 
efficient vocal fold coordination, a comfortable laryngeal position, and clear 
resonance. When these elements work together, the voice can sing freely 
throughout the entire range. 

Breathing and Breath Support 
Think of a balloon filled with air. When the opening is stretched, air pressure 
causes it to vibrate. As the balloon deflates, the pressure decreases and the 
vibration eventually stops. Singing similarly requires controlled airflow and 
appropriate air pressure beneath the vocal folds to sustain vibration. 
The diaphragm is the primary muscle of inhalation. It contracts and moves 
downward during inhalation, allowing the lungs to expand. During exhalation, 
the diaphragm relaxes while the ribcage and abdominal muscles help regulate 
the release of air. 
In singing, breath support means controlling the exhalation so that the 
pressure beneath the vocal folds remains steady and appropriate for the 
sound we are producing. This involves coordinated activity of the diaphragm, 
intercostal muscles, abdominal muscles, and other muscles of the torso. We 
do not simply push more air; rather, we manage the air efficiently. 
Good breath support gives the vocal folds a stable supply of air pressure, 
helping us produce a sound that is steady, resonant, and in tune. More air is 
not necessarily better; forcing excessive air through the vocal folds can create 
tension and make pitch less stable. 

Intonation 
Good choral intonation requires more than simply singing the correct notes. 
We must continually listen, adjust, and match the singers around us. 
Several things help us stay in tune: 
• Match vowels. Consistent vowel shapes help us match pitch and timbre. 
• Maintain steady breath support. Unstable air pressure can cause the pitch 

to sag or rise. 
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• Avoid unnecessary vocal tension. A tense voice often has difficulty 
adjusting freely. 

• Listen across the section and choir. Do not sing only by yourself; constantly 
listen for how your pitch fits into the harmony. 

• Know the musical function of your note. Some notes are more prone to 
sounding sharp or flat depending on the harmonic context. 

• Don’t correct pitch by pushing. If you are flat, more volume is not 
necessarily the solution. Reestablish the vowel, resonance, and breath 
coordination and then adjust the pitch. 

A good choir does not merely sing notes correctly; it actively listens and 
adjusts so that the harmony locks together. 

Pronunciation 
One of the primary purposes of choral singing is to communicate the message 
of the musical text to the audience. Our pronunciation determines how clearly 
that message is understood. We sustain pure vowels while clearly articulating 
consonants at the appropriate points in the musical phrase. Consonants 
provide intelligibility, while consistent vowel shapes help us sound like one 
voice and match pitch and vocal timbre. The conductor’s notes provide the 
pronunciation standard for the choir. Please download these notes from the 
choir website and transfer them to your personal octavo so that you can 
consistently follow the specified pronunciation, articulation, vowel shapes, 
and word stresses. 
• Vowels: In choral singing, sustained notes are primarily vowels. We aim for 

tall, round, pure vowel sounds with a sufficiently open mouth and relaxed 
lower jaw. We avoid “pancakes”—wide, horizontal vowel shapes produced 
with the mouth relatively closed. While vowel shapes vary by language and 
musical style, the pronunciation specified in the conductor’s notes should 
be followed consistently so that the entire choir produces the same sound. 

• Consonants: We clearly enunciate consonants so that the audience can 
understand the text. Consonants should be precise without becoming 
exaggerated or disrupting the musical line. Follow the pronunciation and 
articulation indicated in the conductor’s notes, and articulate consonants 
together as a choir. 

• Glottal Onset: Words that begin with vowels sometimes need a gentle 
glottal onset to clearly separate them from the preceding word and 
improve intelligibility. A glottal onset occurs when the vocal folds briefly 
come together before the vowel begins. For example, without a clear 
separation, “heard on” can sound like “her don,” obscuring the intended 
meaning. A slanted line before a word that begins with a vowel, such as 
“/on,” indicates a gentle onset. The onset should be clean and coordinated, 
never hard or forceful. 
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• Diphthongs: A diphthong is a vowel sound that changes from one vowel 
quality to another within a single syllable (like “now,” where the vowel 
changes from [a] to [ʊ]). In choral singing, we sustain the primary vowel 
(nucleus) and then just barely touch the second vowel element (off-glide) 
at the end of the note, almost as if it were a consonant. For example, in 
“now,” sustain the [a] and touch the [ʊ] at the end. This helps maintain a 
consistent vowel sound, improve blend, stabilize pitch, and clarify the text. 

• R’s: In choral singing, we minimize post-vocalic R sounds (R’s that occur 
after a vowel). Roll or flip R’s that occur in the middle of words (e.g., “glory” 
is pronounced [glɔ-di]) and drop R’s that occur at the end of words (e.g., 
“far” is pronounced [fɑ]). Initial R’s and other clearly necessary consonants 
should still be articulated (e.g., “rejoice”). The goal is to avoid harsh, overly 
prominent, or “country-style” R sounds that interfere with the vowel and 
the unified choral sound. 

• Shape words: Multisyllable words contain strong and weak syllables. For 
example, in “mingled,” the first syllable is stronger than the second. Strong 
syllables often align with strong beats in the musical meter, but the natural 
emphasis of the word should always be preserved. Speaking the word 
naturally in a sentence can help you identify which syllable receives the 
emphasis. Follow the underlined strong-syllable markings in the 
conductor’s notes so that the entire choir emphasizes each word 
consistently. This makes the text more intelligible and natural. 

• Schwa—The Unstressed Neutral Vowel: The schwa [ə] is the primary 
unstressed neutral vowel in English. It frequently occurs in weak syllables of 
multisyllable words, such as the first and last syllables of “banana.” Unlike 
the stressed “uh” sound [ʌ], as in “putt,” the schwa is lighter and more 
neutral. Recognizing the schwa helps us distinguish strong and weak 
syllables and avoid giving unnecessary emphasis to weak syllables. This 
makes our English sound more natural and helps the audience understand 
the text. Follow the pronunciation specified in the conductor’s notes, since 
not every unstressed vowel should necessarily be reduced to a schwa. 

• IPA: The International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA) is a system of symbols 
representing speech sounds across different languages. We use basic IPA 
symbols to establish consistent pronunciation, particularly in passages 
where pronunciation may be ambiguous or contested. When IPA or other 
pronunciation markings are provided in the conductor’s notes, those 
markings are the pronunciation standard for the choir and should be 
followed exactly. They reflect research and musical interpretation intended 
to produce an accurate, unified choral sound. 
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Entrances, Cutoffs, and Releases 
A unified entrance is just as important as a unified cutoff. Watch the 
conductor to enter together on the entrance cue and release together on the 
cutoff cue, following any specific instructions in the conductor’s notes. These 
markings indicate the precise pronunciation and consonant placement for 
important entrances and cutoffs, while the conductor’s cue always determines 
when the sound begins or ends. Avoid allowing individual voices to enter 
early, hang on after the cutoff, or drop out before the cutoff. When a word 
ends with a consonant, sustain the vowel and articulate the final consonant 
together at the designated point. Precise entrances and releases make the 
entire choir sound dramatically more unified. 

Phrasing, Dynamics, and Balance 
Dynamics are not simply about singing louder or softer. They are about 
communicating the musical phrase and creating a meaningful dynamic 
range—the contrast between loud and soft. Every phrase should have 
direction—building toward a musical destination, moving away from one, or 
transitioning between ideas. A phrase should never feel stagnant. 
Every singer is responsible for maintaining appropriate balance within the 
section and the choir. Support the most important musical idea without 
overpowering the ensemble, and maintain enough presence for every part to 
contribute to the whole. Good choral balance allows the audience to hear the 
important musical information while still hearing the richness of the entire 
ensemble. Musical importance does not always mean singing louder; 
sometimes it means greater clarity, energy, or presence. 

The Big Picture 
There is a great deal of technique involved in singing, and many stylistic 
choices can take years to master. But at its foundation, singing has much in 
common with sustained, expressive speech controlled by breath. Think of The 
Music Man, where Harold Hill says that “singing is just sustained talking.” 
Singing requires muscular activity and support, but it should not cause pain or 
strain. We want to be free of unnecessary tension without becoming limp or 
unsupported. If singing causes pain or strain, stop and reassess your 
technique. Good technique should make singing easier, freer, and more 
expressive, not harder. Most importantly, have fun. Practice these principles 
while singing along to the radio, while commuting, at home, or wherever else 
you can bring joy through music. After all, we are singing! 
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IPA Key 
Forward Vowels 
[i] as in beet or eat 
[ɪ] as in bit or big 
[e] as in chaotic or café 
[ɛ] as in bet 
[æ] as in bat 
[a] as in la or pasta (open forward) 

Back Vowels 
[u] as in boot 
[ʊ] as in book 
[o] as in pillow or bonjour 
[ɔ] as in thought with a British accent 
[ɑ] as in father (open back) 

Central Vowels 
[ʌ] as in cup 
[ə] (schwa) as in about or even 
[ɜ] (r-less ûr) as in bird or learn with a British accent and half-rounded lips 

Diphthongs 
[eɪ] as in bait 
[aɪ] as in high or by 
[aʊ] as in house 
[oʊ] as in boat 
[ɔɪ] as in boy or choice 

Selected Consonants 
[dʒ] as in jump or budget 
[ʒ] as in measure or vision 
[tʃ] as in church or watching 
[ʃ] as in she or station 
[θ] as in thirsty or math 
[ð] as in this or mother 
[ŋ] as in singer or long 
[j] as in yellow or you 
 
See https://www.ipachart.com/ for more info. 
  

https://www.ipachart.com/
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Join us online and spread the word: 

• Website: https://www.sojochoralarts.org 
• Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/SoJoChoral 
• Instagram: https://www.instagram.com/sojo.choral.arts 

 
For any questions or concerns, please contact your section leader or email us 
at sojochoralarts@gmail.com. 
 
We look forward to a fantastic season of music-making with you! 
 

 

https://www.sojochoralarts.org/
https://www.facebook.com/SoJoChoral
https://www.instagram.com/sojo.choral.arts
mailto:sojochoralarts@gmail.com

