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Abstract

For two academic years (2006-07, 2007-08) | served as the student director of the
WPI Men’s Glee Club. Under the mentorship of John Delorey, I strived to learn the art of
choral conducting. Primarily through a conducting practicum, | learned the processes of
organizing a chorus, placing voices, selecting music, and studying musical scores. |
learned to plan efficient rehearsals, and had the opportunity to lead the choir through

warm-ups, learning new music, rehearsal and performance.
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Introduction

There are many misconceptions in regards to the duties of a choral
conductor. Most people think only of the person in front of the choir, waving his
hands like a crazy person, attempting to keep the choir together. While choral
conducting does involve a large amount of conducting, (which is much more
sophisticated and difficult than waving your hands about wildly) there is an
immense amount of work that goes into the successful operation of a chorus.
Hopefully, this culminates in a wonderful music-making experience. My primary
duty was as the student director of the WPI Men’s Glee Club. My secondary study,
which provided additional depth to my project was a score study project, using
major works from different periods in modern musical history.

The WPI Men'’s Glee Club is the oldest organization on campus, and one of the
oldest continually-running Men’s Glee Clubs in the United States. It consists of 35-55
men, and performs a wide range of repertoire, ranging from traditional “glees”, to
folk music, sea shanties, medieval music, and important major works. The Glee Club
performs on its own, as well as with the women’s chorus, Alden Voices. The two
choruses combine to form the Festival Chorus, which performs music for mixed
voices. As well as joining with WPI’s women, the Glee Club has a long-standing
tradition of singing with women’s colleges such as Smith College, Mt. Holyoke
College, Wellesley College, Regis College, and Wells College. (Wells and Regis have
recently gone co-ed.) The Glee Club is also a part of the Worcester Consortium
Chorus, which consists of the combined choruses of WP, Clark University, College of
the Holy Cross, Assumption College, and Worcester State College.

As the student director of the Glee Club, I worked alongside the director, John
Delorey, the Director of Choral Activities at WPI. From the beginning of the year, I
worked through each and every aspect of running a male college chorus. The
membership of the group consists primarily of undergraduate students. The club
therefore relies on new incoming students each year to replace the graduating

seniors. WPI is in a difficult position, as there is not a music department, and



students do not typically chose to attend WPI to study music through the
Humanities Department. At schools where music and musical performance are
studied, it is often a requirement to perform in one of the musical ensembles on
campus. We depend on the recruitment of freshman singers by other means in order
to succeed. The activities fair, held during New Student Orientation, is one of our
largest recruitment tools, as well as sending out information and recordings of the
club to incoming freshmen.

The Glee Club is available to take as a course, with a small amount of
academic credit attached to it, but it is more commonly thought of as an
extracurricular activity. Because attendance and participation is governed by free
will and desire, rather than a grade, it is important to keep morale high, and keep
members interested and having fun. With a group such as ours, it is important to
make the prospective singers feel welcome, so that they come back for the next
rehearsal. The most difficult singers to retain are the freshmen at the very beginning
of each year. The director’s job is therefore not only one of selecting and teaching

music, but also ensuring that everyone is enjoying themselves.



Methodology

It is not possible to learn an art form by studying formulas. Rather, an art
such as conducting is best learned through a combination of mentorship,
observation, practice, and critique. Thus, this was the primary methodology of my
project.

Throughout the project, | met weekly with my advisor John Delorey, who
from the very beginning gave me a large amount of responsibility with the Glee Club.
We worked through the entire process of directing a collegiate chorus, including
vocal placements, creating a seating chart, selecting music, teaching music, running
rehearsals, and conducting the group in performance.

At the beginning of the year, | was responsible for vocal placements. Vocal
placements consist of listening to an individual singer’s voice, through a set of vocal
exercises, in order to gauge their vocal range, timbre, and quality. John had me sit in
and observe several sessions which he lead. When I had a good idea about what was
involved, I lead several sessions under John’s supervision. I ran the remainder of the
sessions on my own. I kept track of the voices on a vocal placement sheet, on which I
marked vocal range, size, and quality, and singing and sight-reading experience.

With the notes from the vocal placements, John worked with me to create a
seating chart for the Glee Club. We discussed several important factors in creating a
seating chart for a chorus, and designed a preliminary chart. At the following
rehearsal, I asked the men to sit according to the chart, and had an opportunity to
listen and adjust the placements if there were specific voices that stood out or didn’t
work as well as expected in a certain spot.

My research on rehearsal techniques actually began many years ago, as ['ve
been singing in choirs since elementary school. I've sung with many different
directors and have had the opportunity to see many very different directing styles,
techniques and approaches. When I began this project, I began to pay closer
attention to and analyze the rehearsals that I participated in.

John introduced me to rehearsal strategies by having me run warm-ups for

the group. Prior to my first rehearsal in front of the group, we discussed what the



purpose of warm-ups were, various strategies for approaching them, and then
practiced a series of vocal warm-ups that are appropriate for the Glee Club. My first
assignment for the next rehearsal was to plan the warm-ups, and run them in
rehearsal. At our next meeting (and each subsequent weekly meeting), we discussed
how the previous rehearsal went, and possible ways to improve.

To introduce me to directing in front of the group, John had me conduct a
number of pieces in rehearsals that the group was already familiar with. This eased
the transition for me, as if | made mistakes, the group wouldn’t fall apart. As the year
progressed, [ was assigned increasingly more responsibility within rehearsals. |
became more comfortable in front of the group, and was gradually able to move on
to teaching music and critiquing performance.

At various stages | was in charge of running sectionals and running
rehearsals. Typically John would observe in order to give critiques and suggestions
in our meetings, but he also allowed me time alone with the group. The important
discussions at this stage were in regard to rehearsal planning, teaching notes,
picking out errors, and listening for the sound that [ wanted. Another opportunity to
work with singers on a more individual basis was my assignment to run make-up
rehearsals for individuals that were unable to attend the regularly scheduled
rehearsals.

Recordings of me in rehearsals were important learning tools that I utilized
at this stage. | was able to watch the video after a rehearsal, and take note of the
issues I faced. Finding problems is much easier in hindsight. | had my rehearsals
recorded weekly, and after reviewing them on my own, reviewed them again with
John in order to work through any problems.

Recordings of me in rehearsals were also used for critiquing my physical
conducting style. In my instruction, beat patterns were noted but not elaborated
upon. My conducting style was refined by continual critique of my conducting in
rehearsals.

[ was fortunate enough to have the opportunity to act as student director of
the Glee Club for two academic years (2006-07, 2007-08). The two-year span was

beneficial not just because of the added practice, but because [ was able to



experience each part of the academic year directing cycle twice. The first year was a
time to newly experience the many facets of choral conducting and develop my
skills. The second year provided ample opportunity to continue to refine my ability
and apply it with the Glee Club.

Score study was another important part of my instruction. I was assigned a
major choral work, and was assigned the tasks of researching the composer and the
history of the piece, performing a structural analysis of entire piece, and performing
an in-depth harmonic and structural analysis of one given movement. [ worked with

Mozart’s Mass in Cm, Brahms Ein Deutches Requiem, and Verdi’s Requiem.



Conclusions

Preparations for Rehearsals

The average incoming Glee Club singer is a novice or amateur musician, and
overall strength is therefore found in numbers. The Glee Club does not require
singers to audition, it hold an open-membership policy. This policy, although it does
allow for less competition and higher numbers, has one glaring drawback.
Everybody is welcome to participate, even if they are completely tone deaf.

Inevitably, there are one or two singers every year who fall into that category.

Vocal Placements

In order to facilitate the poor singers, as well as to shape the sound of the
chorus, it is necessary to hear each individual voice and to subsequently place each
voice in the chorus with a seating chart. Vocal placements are the means by which
the directors (John and I) were able to hear individual voices. It is necessary to
maintain a distinction between auditions and vocal placements, especially with new
singers. Auditions connote competition, embarrassment, and selectivity, and can
scare away potential singers. John ran the first few vocal placements, and had me
take notes. He then turned them over to me to carry out for the rest of the singers.
The vocal placements were an opportunity for me to talk to the singer and get an
idea about his musical background, listen to his voice, gauge his hearing and
listening ability, and for some, to gauge their sight-reading ability. During the
sessions I ran some basic drills, first playing part of a scale on the piano (1to 5to 1,
or do-sol-do), having the singer sing along. I would then move the scale up or down,
in order to get an idea of the singers range and tonal quality. | would then play a
series of notes, and have the singer sing back the sequence. If the singer had sung in
choruses in the past, | would have them look over a simple line of written music, and

ask them to sing it back.

Seating Chart
Based on the singer’s competency, experience, range, and vocal timbre, it was

my responsibility to create a seating chart for the group. There are many factors to



take into consideration with seating assignments, particularly in an amateur chorus.
The primary goal is to create a unified and clear sound, without particular voices
standing out. Singers typically have a unique vocal timbre that falls within a
spectrum from hollow and deep to sharp and pointed. Singers with voices that fall in
the middle of the spectrum can be fairly safely placed anywhere within a choir, and
be able to blend well. Singers that have voices on the ends of the spectrum need to
be considered more carefully. Similar extreme voices placed together will clash with
each other, and will stand out within the group. Typically, these voices blend and
create a more unified sound when they are spread amongst more moderate voices.
If there are truly unique voices that tend to stand out regardless of their position, it
is best to try to keep them away from the front and extreme sides of the group.
There is no fail-safe system for placing voices. A fairly good chart can be made by
hearing individual voices, but because the voice is such a complex instrument, there
are often unforeseen problems with certain voices sounding near each other. Once a
group is in their preliminary position, it will most likely be necessary to listen to
side-by-side pairs and small groups, and make adjustments if there are
incompatibilities. A secondary goal of a seating chart, magnified with an amateur
chorus, is to provide a good learning environment for each singer. Inexperienced
singers who depend largely on others sitting nearby will clearly find better success
singing next to a more experienced singer. However, an experienced singer
surrounded by inexperienced singers will be quickly frustrated. A careful balance is

necessary.

Selecting Music

Music selection is largely a matter of personal preference, but also requires a
thorough understanding of the group that will be performing the piece. A variety of
factors need to be evaluated. Most basically, the size and experience of the group
will affect the quality and range of repertoire that is available for the group.
Furthermore, the purpose of the performance and of the group should be taken into
account. The purpose of the group may range from educational benefit to high level

performance, and the purpose of the particular performance may range from self-



fulfillment to competition. Other factors such as performance space may be taken
into consideration. For example, a fast song with intricate and quick rhythms may
not be appropriate for a large stone cathedral, where the sound would be muddied
and the intricacies would be lost. New and interesting music can be found by
attending concerts or choral music reading sessions, by researching music in online

resources, and through recommendations from other directors or musicians.

Score Study

Score study is important when deciding whether or not to introduce a new
piece to a chorus. I learned score study techniques by analyzing major historical
works, including Mozart’s Mass in Cm, Brahms Ein Deutches Requiem, and Verdi's
Requiem. I performed a structural analysis of each entire piece, and an in-depth
harmonic and structural analysis of one given movement. Techniques used for
studying major works also apply to smaller pieces. Harmonic structure, themes,
major sections, points of tension and release, and cadence points are just some of
the many structures that aid in the understanding of a piece. Score study is not just
an attempt to understand the notes and harmonic structure, but also an opportunity
to explore the life of the composer, history of the piece, why the piece was written,
and the intended meaning of the piece. All of this information is important in

understanding what the music should communicate to the chorus and the audience.

Rehearsing a Choir

Rehearsing a choir and teaching music is one of the most difficult parts of
choral conducting. Much of my study was focused on rehearsal techniques. Before
any rehearsal, significant preparation on the part of the director is required.
Identically to any other teacher’s preparation, a director must draw up an outline, or
lesson plan for the rehearsal. In order to plan a rehearsal, the director must first
decide what the overall goal of the rehearsal is to be. The goal may be to introduce
new pieces, to learn particular parts of pieces, or to refine previously learned pieces.
It is likely that most rehearsals will consist of many different goals for songs in

different stages of preparation.
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Warm-ups

Warm-ups are familiar as the first part of any choral rehearsal. Warm-ups are
an opportunity not just to prepare the vocal instrument to function effectively, but
also to focus the group and prepare them mentally for the rehearsal. Effective
warm-ups depend on an understanding of the human voice and an understanding of
the group. An individual voice has the opportunity to function at its highest level
when the mind is clear and focused, the body is tensionless, and the vocal cords are
clear and healthy. The Glee Club can often be a fairly high-strung group, and benefits
from some basic relaxation and focusing exercises in addition to vocal exercises.
Physical stretches and even shoulder massages help to relieve physical tension and
relax the body. Insisting on quiet participation and following a leader helps to set an
attentive tone for the rehearsal, and starts to bring group’s focus toward the
rehearsal. With a more mature and focused group, this step may not be as necessary.

The goal of vocal warm-ups should be to prepare the vocal cords for
sustained singing, as well as to further focus the group on the rehearsal. There are
many well known and common vocal warm up exercises. Warm-ups should begin
with gentle singing exercises, singing in the middle of the vocal range on a soft
vowel, or even humming. Exercises can then expand to include outer limits of the
vocal range, and varied to focus on different aspects of singing, such as breath
support, unified vowel sounds, matching tone, and singing difficult intervals. Warm-
ups should increase in range and difficulty as they progress in order to gradually
warm up the vocal cords and bring together focus. It is useful to build a repertoire of
common warm-ups so that a choir is familiar with them and can focus on their voice
rather than on singing the right notes and rhythms. However, new warm-ups should
be introduced regularly to make sure that focus isn’t lost and the singers aren’t just

“going through the motions”.

Introducing New Music
After having discovered an interesting piece and having spent the time to
study the score, a secondary study is required to determine how to introduce the

music. When introducing a piece for the first time, the director should have a

11



comprehensive understanding of the music. The structure of the song, individual
parts, and the meaning and the intention of the piece should be clear and familiar.
When meeting someone for the first time, first impressions can have a lasting
impact. The same is true with music, and the way that a new piece is presented must
be carefully considered. Often times, a straight read-through is not the best way to
introduce a piece. Previous recordings of a piece can be helpful for introducing a
new piece, but care must be taken to ensure that the interpretation of the piece in
the recording will not conflict with the director’s desired interpretation. To begin
teaching notes, it is best to first analyze the structure of the song. Find sections of
the piece that are similar or that repeat, sections that may be particularly difficult or
easy, solo sections or sections with different numbers of voice parts. It may be
helpful to introduce a repeated theme first, in order to solidify the tonality and feel
of the song, before moving onto more difficult sections. Then, when singing through
the piece, the singer is able to recognize and return to the familiar sections, even as

they struggle through the more difficult sections.

Rehearsing

Rehearsing a piece is likely the most labor-intensive responsibility of a choral
conductor. However, as a piece comes together it can be one of the most rewarding.
Coming in to a rehearsal, a director should have a clear plan of which pieces need
work, and what specifically within each piece needs work. Music making is the
eventual goal, but the business of learning notes usually needs to come first. When
analyzing the music beforehand, recalling the previous rehearsal and finding
troublesome spots in the music is important. Focusing on the troublesome spots,
rather that continually running through a piece, will teach the song most efficiently,
and will help keep the choir from becoming bored with the easier and more familiar
sections.

Anyone that has sung in a choir before has heard a director say, “Don’t just
sing the notes, make music!” It is helpful to introduce dynamics, meaning, and
feeling into a piece as notes are learned, and to encourage singers to pay attention to

the dynamic markings. However, a conductor will only frustrate himself by trying to
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invoke musicality while singers have their noses in the music and are fumbling over
notes. Once most of the notes and rhythms are familiar, the more creative and

artistic side of conducting can be brought forth.

Interpretation

Determining how to interpret a piece requires at least as much thought and
preparation as teaching notes. Many factors figure into the communication of music
to an audience, such as volume, tempo, dynamic changes, feeling, texture, and
emphasis. Different scores have varied amounts of dynamic markings and
comments, but they are typically written as a guide. The final artistic decisions are
made by the conductor. Before teaching a piece, the conductor needs to have a clear
picture of how they wish to perform the piece.

Relaying the artistic decisions, feeling and emotion to the chorus is the
primary function of choral conducting. In my experience, the power of talking about
how a piece should sound or what it should invoke is limited. Telling a choir when to
sing forte, when to crescendo or when to breathe is effective to focus technique, but
emotive conducting is much more effective for focusing the feeling in the piece.
Words can be powerful, but are also subject to interpretation. The human mind has
an incredible ability to understand and comprehend feeling, emotion and meaning
through subtle facial and body movements. Learning to harness the body as a tool
for portraying, relaying and creating music should be an utmost goal for choral

conductors.

Conducting

The physical activity of conducting in performance can range from a very
technical and “by the book approach” to a much more free flowing approach. As
such, individual preference and style is very important when learning how to
conduct. In my instruction, technical conducting was not emphasized as the
“proper” approach. Beat patterns are useful, and should be studied, but as [ have
experienced as a singer, conducting can and should relay much more information
that simply which beat to sing. An additional benefit of emotive conducting is the

conductor’s ability to respond to what the chorus is doing. One of the wonderful
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things about choral music in performance is that it is live. Unlike a recording that
will always be the same as the previous time it was played, each and every live
performance is unique.

Choral conducting is an art that typically isn’t fully realized until well into the
rehearsing process. There isn’t a particular correct way to conduct a piece of music
all the time; it is largely dependent on the preparedness of the piece. A choir
(particularly an amateur choir) must first learn the notes and rhythms before being
fully capable of bringing a piece of music to life. In the early stages, it may be more
appropriate to conduct with nothing more than strict beat patterns. As a chorus
becomes more familiar with the notes, they are better able to process the meaning
of the conductor’s movements, and thus the director should provide the guidance
that will turn the notes into music.

Once again, preparation is required on the part of the conductor in order to
determine which movements and patterns will most effectively relay the desired
interpretation to the chorus. Conducting in front of a mirror and recording oneself
conducting are two excellent methods for criticizing oneself. I was able to employ
both of these methods, with the added benefit of an experienced mentor to help me
understand whether or not I was really relaying the concepts that I was attempting
to.

Through my experience, active learning, mentorship, and research, I was able
to develop a level of understanding and competency with choral conducting that I
didn’t fully expect when beginning this project. Although I have significantly more to
learn, I now feel very comfortable leading the WPI Men’s Glee Club. I plan to explore
options for continuing and advancing my choral conducting skills throughout my

life.
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Appendices

Appendix A: Repertoire

Repertoire that I've worked with:

Mary Sat a Rockin’
0 Greg Gilpin
Brothers, Sing On
0 Edvard Grieg, Arranged by Howard D. McKinney
Wake, Freshmen, Wake
0 Unknown, Yale University
Byker Hill
0 Traditional
Calling On Song
0 Traditional, Arranged by John Delorey, as performed by Chanticleer
Sometimes I Feel Like a Motherless Child
0 Traditional, Arranged by Fenno Heath
Ave Maria
0 Franz Biebl
Sea Shanties
0 Arranged by John Delorey
Cindy
0 Traditional, Arranged by Mack Wilberg
Manly Men
0 Kurt Knecht
Senior Song
0 ].S. Hamilton
To My Old Brown Earth
0 Words & Music by Pete Seeger, Arranged by Paul Halley
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Appendix B: Sample Score Studies
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