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Abstract
Choral Arts Games

A Case Study Exploring Theater Arts Environments and Methodology
in Secondary Choral Rehearsal

Tyler Todd Kimmel

Chair of the Supervisory Committee:
Geoffrey Boers

School of Music

Choral Arts Games is an interdisciplinary case study in which I applied theater
environment norms and foundational acting training principles from Constantin Stanislavski,
Sanford Meisner, and Viola Spolin to my choral rehearsals to explore their impact on chorister
development. Former scholarly investigations have predominantly proposed theoretical
frameworks for integrating theater techniques into musical settings, yet empirical observations of
such applications remain scarce. Any current approaches for incorporating theater practices in
choral rehearsals have largely focused on text interpretation, stage presentation, and emotional
connectivity. In the research presented here, I will delineate and juxtapose these current
approaches with my own direction.

Choral Arts Games examines the efficacy of employing musically modified versions of

select theater games, pre-existing singing games, and created games using theater method



prototypes from the methodologies above. The games specifically prioritize physical preparation
aimed at helping choristers engage their senses and foster organic collaboration among ensemble
members to improve vocal technique. To accommodate choirs with a wide range of vocal ability
and experience, the games incorporate opportunities for choristers to employ vocal function
exercises offered by current vocal pedagogues. Finally, this study investigates how integrating
these games influences my choristers’ artistic growth and preparation for repertoire in

performance.
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Chapter 1

Introduction
1.1: Background and Statement of the Problem

Shortly after I had been accepted to the Doctor of Musical Arts Choral Conducting
program at the University of Washington, I was pondering my choir and theater programs at
Seattle Christian School. I was in the middle of my sixth year of teaching and found myself
dwelling on the fact that my theater students were more technically aware and artistically
sensitive than my choristers. In analyzing my two programs, I realized that the most likely
reasons for these differences may the learning environment in each program.

In my theater program, I offer an introductory non-performance-centric course divided
into units that students and I explore together at their pace. Throughout the semester, they learn
to develop their imaginations by playing theater games and taking part in exercises with other
students. These games teach problem-solving skills, shared leadership, terminology, and
technique as they collaborate in a low-stakes, non-authoritarian environment. This course is a
prerequisite for students before they can audition for a play. The goal is to unlock students’
artistry in every regard and to give them the space to do so.

In my choir program, students immediately start singing in a performance-based
ensemble. They learn musical skills and vocal techniques along the way. In the interest of
running an equitable program, the audition process is more of an assessment, functioning as an
opportunity for me to determine how I can best help each student assimilate and feel comfortable
in our choir—there have been rare occasions in which students are not admitted. Unfortunately,
there are no beginning music or singing opportunities for secondary students, so new and
inexperienced choristers must conform quickly to the norms of the ensemble. Some enter the

1



program at random points throughout their middle and high school careers, and many have never
sung before. As a patchwork quilt of varying abilities, we program several performances a year,
including concerts, chapels, festivals, competitions, and an annual choir trip. Still, this model
was not yielding an artistry comparable to my theater students. Interestingly, there are often
many actors who join my choir program; never once have I had to convince these students to “go
for it.” Their acquired theater knowledge and the confidence they have garnered could certainly
be aiding their singing experience for the better—but in which ways and how?

My mind shifted to my own artistic development journey. From primary school through
undergraduate programs, | had been equally involved in both music and theater, and I attribute
most of my confidence and artistic retention abilities to my theater arts training. Learning was
associated with fun, laughter, and relationship building. We focused on developing the senses,
which over time, gave us the tools and technique to improvise, create characters and be flexible
while working with others. As I grew older and pursued acting in high school and college, these
environments were similar—they provided space to work out the craft through exploring
technique with other actors. I designed my theater curriculum after these experiences. In light of
these observations, I began to wonder if theater arts environments and methodology could
supplement my chorister’s artistry. I contacted former theater and choir directors to see if they
were aware of theater arts application in the music world. With each phone call and
bibliographical search, I found that this topic was grossly under-researched and over the next
three years, I devoted much of my dissertation research to this idea.

In the Autumn Quarter at the University of Washington, 2021, Dr. Geoftfrey Boers’s

Advanced Choral Techniques (ACT Class) students were thoughtfully considering long-standing



teaching practices associated with Western Art Music. By the end of the day, the whiteboard was

filled with a list of “things we are calling out/where we need change.”

Top-down approach vs. shared leadership
Holder of knowledge vs. sharing knowledge, using culture bearers, student demonstration
and making use of other experts in the room
The podium vs. cultivating a space of equality in learning
Conductor as authority or facilitator?
What do our gestures mean? Patterns/exactness/repetitive/“command” vs.
Invitation/supportive/creative?
Prescriptive vs. Collaborative
Conformity and uniformity vs unity?
Western thinking vs. global thinking
How can we rethink:
1. Accuracy, skill level, performance drivenness?
2. Assessment —how do we measure success?
3. Outcomes — there are MANY, not just one.
Reexamining performance, asking WHY does this music matter? -Storytelling!!
Key questions:
1. What are our goals/ what are we actually trying to do? -Who are we performing
for and why?
2. Subscribers, people in retirement homes, the underprivileged, our community,
teenagers?
Do we program music that is learned from score only?
4. What is literacy? Consider all the aspects: reading, artistry, style, tone... -Do we
teach in sequence, or in layers?
How often do we address pedagogy?
What is the language we use: “I want...” “Can you do this for me?”
7. Things that institutions (ACDA, Chorus American, etc.) need to think about: -
Access and opportunities for BIPOC
$ of Education/Monetary motivations
9. What is our objective, not just multi-cultural programming!

[98)

SN

*®

My entire music education had been based on the structures that our ACT class was now

looking to refine. As the list grew, I identified that my Seattle Christian choral program had been

built and supported by many of these structures. Though I have seen successful and positive

musical experiences in my choir, I had not considered how any of these structures could hinder

! Geoffrey Boers, “Advanced Choral Techniques: Group Vocal Techniques,” PowerPoint presentation, University of
Washington, Seattle, WA, (October 1, 2020).



artistic growth, especially if my program is too narrowly focused on performance agendas. While
studying the list on the whiteboard, it occurred to me that theater environments often solve some
of these desired changes, especially shared leadership, equality in learning, pedagogy,
facilitator, goals, outcomes, and literacy.

Later that quarter, my colleagues and I interviewed several international choral music
visionaries who shared how they had altered their pedagogy to address these “calls to change” in
their own contexts. From our discussions, I noticed several commonalities between their teaching
philosophies and the theater experiences I described above. Conductor and human rights activist,

André de Quadros, explained how he has “recalibrated” his role as a conductor over the years:

Essentially, music has forgotten about serving the common good. I thought “this is what
it is. We’ve forgotten. We’re obsessed with the stage!” I started completely re-framing
choral pedagogy. The best way I can think about choral pedagogy is...Choral music has
been existing for 70,000 years. If you think about it, anthropologically speaking, people
singing together in community, in groups, has existed for 70,000 years at least! We know
that; there’s enough evidence. So, this thing we call “choral music” is actually much
bigger than what we think it is. It exists in so many societies for different purposes: for
transmitting messages, for building community, as protest, as activism. The other thing to
realize is that choral music...has also been used as an instrument of cultural
elitism...We’ve got this weird idea like, ‘choral music is so good for everybody; it brings
people together.” Well, it’s actually not true at all! Right? Sometimes it does, and
sometimes it doesn’t! We have to be intentional, and we have to be justice-focused, and
equity-driven, and then, we might be able to make a difference.?

De Quadros’s questions caused me to see more clearly how the habits we had written on the
whiteboard were potential areas for missteps in teaching. I began to think about what change
could look like in these areas. De Quadros continued:

I was educated to believe that the conductor was the sole authority. If we read the Max

Rudolf book, and the main books on conducting...those books say you are the final and
sole authority. I grew up with this conducting pedagogy, meaning I was the sole

2 André De Quadros, Zoom interview by University of Washington Advanced Choral Techniques Class, Zoom,
University of Washington, Seattle, WA, October 5, 2021.
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authority. A few things caused me to think differently... The conductor is just a feature of

a narrow slice of musical history. So, one of the things that I’ve been doing is

systematically and systemically recalibrating my relationship with the ensemble and

recalibrating my relationship with the audience, fundamentally. And I have found that to
be very, very difficult: to cede power, in other words, to relinquish power. Because you
can’t just relinquish it, and then you take it back, and then you relinquish it again,
because it doesn’t work like that. The more power you relinquish, the less you will have
control over...The point is that I was never led to question was where I should be relative
to the ensemble. It was taken as given. You have to be Zere, these are your protocols, this
is what you do...3
De Quadros’s words “relinquishing power” and “recalibrate” appear synonymous. Relinquishing
in this case does not mean an absence of authority, rather that leadership is distributed, and
power is wielded differently. He is calling others to consider the physical, tangible frameworks
of the doing, not just talk about it. De Quadros’s discussion addresses many “calls to change”
that can happen when we view music making through a global lens, which begins with building
healthy, trusting, and collaborative relationships with musicians.

First Peoples musician and University of Washington Associate Professor of
Ethnomusicology, Dr. John Carlos Perea, shares de Quadros’s philosophy. Perea’s teaching
methods and curriculums adapt depending on the identities and contexts of his students. Perea
says that when teaching he will find out what students’ contexts are and then teach from that
perspective. “I almost feel like my job in this context, when I’m hanging out with students, is to
figure out what their context is and then what relevant learning means in that sense.”™ It is a
reminder of the deep need to redesign curricula and adapt to the people in front of you, not for

some kind of agenda, but for getting to know the students and their strengths, and then knowing

how to build them up to be the best version of themselves, as people and musicians.

3 De Quadros, interview.
4 John Carlos Perea, interview by Advanced Choral Techniques, Zoom interview, University of Washington, Seattle,
WA, October 14, 2021.



De Quadros’s and Perea’s desire to free their singers for more expression and ownership
of their craft, as well as their environments, are comparable to those developed by the theater arts
innovators of the twentieth century. Whether they are redefining roles to create agency and
ownership of a shared experience or looking to understand their context and building content and
learning directives from that perspective, these kinds of models provide safe spaces for teachers
and students to settle into a non-authoritative exploration of content where learning is less
centered on the teacher’s own voice and prescribed content and more centered on discovery.

In another choral conducting course at the University of Washington, my colleagues and |

were asked to read excerpts from Sharon Paul’s Art & Science in the Choral Rehearsal, in which

29 ¢ 29 ¢¢

she uses the terms “music educator,” “conductor,” “singer,” and “student” interchangeably in her
rehearsal environment.’ By using these interchangeable terms, Paul posits what de Quadros and
Perea have stated above in regard to recalibrating roles and has also indirectly highlighted the
student-teacher-learner roles in a theater arts environment. By viewing both teacher and student
as adaptable in their roles as learners and leaders, a rehearsal can become less authoritarian and
more engaging and collaborative. Through Paul’s approaches, singers can become increasingly
more physically, mentally, and artistically engaged in rehearsal. She gives choristers the space
and tools to experience layers of thinking by allowing them to solve musical problems on their
own. She writes, “problem solving involves finding a solution to a question, but it also leads

singers to rehearse information that we would like them to retain.”® Her motivation is to find fun

and engaging ways of learning that help with long-term retention and create opportunities for

5 Sharon J Paul, Art & Science in the Choral Rehearsal (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2020), xv.
¢ Ibid., 2.



agency. Activities such as group score study and engaging the imagination allow them to explore

and take ownership of their knowledge. She writes that these activities

...create opportunities for members of our ensembles to be engaged in the rehearsal
process through problem solving, self-monitoring, elaborative rehearsal, and
collaborative learning. These techniques enrich singers’ engagement in rehearsal through
constant mental and physical involvement, resulting in a community of singers working
together to create artistically elegant and affecting musical results.’
These kinds of environments affirm evidence that when students have the agencies described
above, there are more positive feelings associated with learning, and a greater possibility for
retention.
From the discussion above, I saw that experimenting acting methods in my choral
rehearsals could serve as practicing these calls to recalibrate and seek change, and

simultaneously offer a unique approach for helping choristers build musicianship, artistry, and

agency.

1.2: Statement of Purpose
This study implements theater methods into my secondary choral rehearsals to diversify
learning directives, recalibrate conductor and chorister roles, and note how students’ artistry
changes in the process. I achieved this by exploring vocal pedagogy for choristers through games
and exercises as defined and designed in theater arts practices pioneered by Stanislavski, Meisner
and Spolin. I adopted theater games and their models to help my students retain vocal technique

and solve musical problems on their own during rehearsal. In the end, the goal was to provide

7 Paul, 24.



choral directors with practical models and supplemental teaching tools for creating this kind of

alternative environment within a rehearsal.

1.3: Statement of the Research Questions
There are three research questions that I will answer in this dissertation:

e How does teaching group singing in a theater arts environment affect how my choristers
learn?
e (an theater arts games be musically modified to help choristers solve singing problems?

e How does the application of these choral arts games to repertoire impact the artistry of
my choristers?

It is my hope that these questions will guide the answer to an over-arching question:
“what does success look like as a result of these applications?” Ideally, if students study group
singing in a theater arts-type environment they should be able to:
Assess themselves and identify the artistic state of the choir
Initiate solutions to musical/singing problems

Retain vocal technique, repeat it, and teach it
Gain confidence and an increased willingness to explore their voices

1.4: Primary Literature Review and Current Practice

A study such as this requires an in-depth look at theater methodology. Though several
methods exist, there are three whose distinct teaching styles, activities, and environments could
specifically serve choristers in their pursuit of vocal technique. Constantin Stanislavski, Sanford
Meisner, and Viola Spolin are three major theater innovators who devised learning systems for
actors in the twentieth century. To speak to the effects and benefits of these methods, I read each
of their primary texts. These include three volumes by Stanislavski which are considered the
cornerstone of modern acting: An Actor Prepares, Building a Character, and Creating a Role. Of
these texts, An Actor Prepares offers the philosophy and preparation exploration design from
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which other methods are modeled. I did not include Stanislavski’s other volumes because as his
method progresses, much of the technique is centered on emotional connectivity, and this is not
the direction I am taking with my study. Stanislavski’s work is maintained in universities, and in
online programs and acting schools created by his students, such as The Stella Adler School of
Acting and Theatre in Los Angeles. He laid the groundwork for artists like Sanford Meisner and
Viola Spolin to explore these technical processes with partners and groups. Meisner’s book
Sanford Meisner On Acting is a transcription of a fifteen-month acting workshop that shows his
process in real time, and Viola Spolin’s teacher manual Improvisation for the Theater as well as
her anthology Theater Games for the Classroom offer designs for games, workshops,
environments, and teaching strategies for acting training. Both Meisner and Spolin’s texts are
primary resources (a kind of blueprint) for my study design.

Two Meisner practitioners, Nick Mosely (Meisner in Practice) and Larry Silverberg
(Meisner for Teens) are cited because they created simplified and sequential versions of Meisner
technique to clarify exercises and goals. Current Meisner practices live on through acting
programs such as the Meisner Technique Studio, a musical theater workshop company called
Meisner in Music, and other iterations taught in high school and higher education acting
programs around the world. Additionally, texts such as The Authentic Leader: Using the Meisner
Technique for Embracing the Values of Truthful Leadership and an article called Meisner for
Managers are referenced for their examples of how his method has transcended theater practice.
Viola Spolin’s theater games have also been adapted for a variety of settings such as schools,
churches, mental health hospitals and businesses. Her website advertises current workshops and
testimonials that speak to how her methods and philosophy have endured over the last seventy

years. Spolin’s templates are used in my study for game creation.



1.4.1: A Review of Pre-existing Theater Applications and Correlations in Music Settings

When considering my research questions, one would expect an extensive bibliography of
important theory, pedagogy, and practice texts. There is certainly a plethora written about choir
and theater mediums respectively, however, few studies exist that discuss shared methods
between the two. In a bibliographical search for acting techniques used in choral rehearsals, |
discovered that this is an under-researched area of music education. While there are several
instances of theater techniques used in musical environments, these practitioners chose different
aspects to focus on than my own. Over the last two decades, there has been an increase in
discussions about acting techniques applied to musical performance. From College Music
Symposium discussions about dealing with performance anxiety using Stanislavski’s method, to
dissertations about instrumentalists using acting techniques (namely piano performance), to
recent discussions about the connection between Stanislavski actor training and music education
concepts by Emile Jaques-Dalcroze, these instances relay the work done across acting and music
mediums thus far, and posit the potential for more diversified application.

In 2019, Andrea V. Johnson wrote a dissertation entitled “The Acting System of
Konstantin Stanislavski as applied to Piano Performance.” Johnson’s experience with acting and
familiarity with Stanislavski’s methods helped her make connections between acting and piano
performance. Her dissertation gives rise to questions about how Stanislavski, or other acting
practitioners’ work, could be applied in other areas of performance. Her research is an indication
of how underapplied these applications are in the United States.

Still more recently, acting coach and music educator Andrew Davidson wrote two articles
entitled “Konstantin Stanislavski and Emile Jaques-Dalcroze: Historical and Pedagogical

Connections Between Actor Training and Music Education” and “The Listening Actor:

10



Intersections Between the Musicality of Meisner Technique and Ear Training in Dalcroze
Eurhythmics.” Davidson makes correlations between Dalcroze’s philosophy and Stanislavski and
Meisner acting practices.? Though Davidson does not offer any acting exercises for musicians in
a rehearsal setting, in another research study he points his audience toward shared activities
between Meisner and Dalcroze that initiate responsive listening in their students. I will recall
Davidson’s conclusions in Chapter 4 since his research is an example of ongoing discussions of
the parallels that exist between acting methods and musical practices.

Ryan Hebert’s article Acting Principles of Konstantin Stanislavski in Choral Conducting
and Devin Otto’s An Interdisciplinary Conducting Curriculum: Selected Theater Games from
Viola Spolin’s “Improvisation for the Theater” describe how conductors can benefit from acting
games and exercises to help improve musical connectedness, expression, and gesture. Neither
offer any specific exercises for choristers. An interview with Dr. Hebert in Chapter 4 provides
insight into the need for more development in this area, especially for choristers.

Aesthetic and presentation is an oft discussed topic in choral rehearsals. One director,
Maria Von Nieukerken, seeks to co-create choral performances with her choristers. Her article
All the World’s a (Music) Stage! Theatrical Elements in Choir Concerts: Why? What? And
How? Explains her collaboration with her choristers to create a production aspect to their
concerts through memorization, costumes, staging and choreography.’ Though a valid form of
engagement and agency for choristers, this kind of work fits a certain performance preference

which is not the goal of my research.

8 Andrew Davidson, “Konstantin Stanislavski and Emile Jaques-Dalcroze: Historical and Pedagogical connections
between actor training and music education,” Stanislavski Studies Volume 9, no. 2, 2021.
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/epdf/10.1080/20567790.2021.1945811?need Access=true

9 Maria Van Nieukerken, trans. by Susan Pond, “All the World's a (Music) Stage! Theatrical

Elements in Choir Concerts: Why? What? and How?” The Choral Journal 57, no. 1 (2016): 57-62.
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One example of theater improv games (similar to Viola Spolin’s) being used in musical
settings is Seattle native saxophonist and teaching artist, Steve Treseler. For the last seven years
he has been helping young instrumentalists become accustomed to the demands of musical
improvisation. After working with an improvisation theater company, Treseler devised a set of
acting-inspired musical improv games. In the way that acting games help unlock artistry in
actors, these musical games help musicians practice creativity, play, risk and self-imposed
limitations. Though the goal of my research is not to teach students improvisation, Treseler’s
goals for the games are in-line with Spolin’s theater methodology as well as my own, which is
that games provide “a gateway to deeper creative practices.”!? Treseler is also the author of
Creativity Triggers for Musicians, which features unique teaching tools in the form of games,
prompts, and exercises for soloists and ensembles. Treseler’s games will be discussed later in
Chapter 4.

Finally, Tom Carter and Steven Dahlke are the only artists I have come across who
directly incorporate acting methods into their choral rehearsals. Tom Carter offers exercises for
conductors to try with their choristers in book Choral Charisma. He includes a series of
questions involving emotional preparation and focus exercises that actors undergo to prepare
characters. Results have shown chorister connectivity to the text, story, and music which aids in
chorister expressiveness. Carter’s work has had positive reception, and he is a sought-after
clinician for his methods, however, he admits that his book is not dedicated to vocal technique.
My approach for exploring acting methods in choral settings is from a pedagogical perspective
rather than an expressive one. I am concerned with young singers learning how to own their

vocal technique the way an actor learns technique by engaging activities that aid in content

10 Steve Treseler, 10 Improvisation Games for Ensemble (Steve Treseler, 2017), 3.
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retention. Therefore, Carter, as well as the above texts are briefly mentioned now and
occasionally throughout this research to differentiate between foci—they are ultimately excluded
from my own applications.

Steven Dahlke explains in his article Once More with Feeling: Enhancing Expression in
Choral Singing with Meisner’s Repetition Exercise, that Meisner Repetition can be used in
choral settings to help singers develop an emotional connection to their music. After delineating
the exercise and its various forms, Dahlke posits that musical modifications of Meisner’s
exercise are easily made. He observes that choristers’ expressiveness improves each time he
initiates this exercise. His idea to use this model is the exact integration that I have been inspired
by in my own theater experiences. Like Carter, Dahlke uses Meisner Repetition to elicit more
expression from his choristers. Again, though this is not the purpose of my study, the reader will
see the same kind of partner-based musically modified theater games which specifically aim to
improve choristers’ vocal technique.

It is important to note that there are pre-existing curriculums that serve as long standing
examples for teaching musical concepts in fun and engaging ways. Dalcroze’s Eurhythmics
(mentioned above) as well as Zoltan Kodaly’s hand signs and rhythm and movement exercises,
and Carl Orff’s process that includes imitation and exploration gives children the time and space
to learn music through creating it themselves. These are all multi-modal ways of teaching and
certainly allow for agency and confidence building, especially when children are given the
opportunity to explore sounds and rhythms with each other. However, none of these practices
specifically address vocal pedagogy; therefore, once again, it is my prerogative to focus on

applying and developing activities in the choral rehearsal that address singers’ vocal technique.
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1.4.2: Borrowed Vocal Pedagogy

A potential hindrance for singers when exploring singing games might be their limited
knowledge about their voice. To train my choir to become mentally and physically aware of their
vocal abilities, I turned to a variety of current vocal pedagogues that reinforce exercises for
warming-up, breathing, vocal quality, agility, and range including Scott McCoy’s Your Voice:
An Inside View which offers thirty different vocal quality descriptors useful for identifying sound
qualities. I also borrowed adduction, onset, and rehabilitation exercises from Kari Ragan’s book
A Systematic Approach to Voice: The Art of Studio Application. For diversified, healthy, and
current evidence-based practices that explain and help control the vocal mechanism, I read Jo
Estill’s Estill Voice Training Level One: Figures for Voice Control, and Kenneth Bozeman’s
latest edition of Kinesthetic Voice Pedagogy. Lastly, Dan Anderson’s The Voice in Progress and
Karen Salwen’s The Fear of Singing Breakthrough Program address beginning and changing

voices with exercises and games that fit within the framework of my curriculum design.

1.5: Study Scope and Limitations

1.5.1: Brain-based Teaching Acknowledgements
Before discussing the limitations of theater method application, the reader should be
informed that many of the practices described in this dissertation correlate to both anecdotal and
scientific evidence seen in brain-based teaching practices, play, problem solving, and ongoing
neuroscience research. Curiosity has driven scientists to explore these multi-modal learning
environments in educational situations, including acting and singing. Though the last thirty years
of research has shown evidence of a change in thinking, action, behavior, or emotion among

students in these environments, neuroscientists are still refining their practices and attempting to
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draw conclusions. It is encouraging to think that the case study presented in this dissertation may
contribute to the ongoing discussions between the neuroscience and the humanities communities.
However, since there is no concrete procedure of measuring their effects, I have not included a
discussion regarding brain-based teaching tactics, neuroscience implications in educational
practices, or a detailed discussion of the benefits of play and problem solving in music
rehearsals. Certain artists, including Sharon Paul and Chelsea LeValley, offer some practices that
I included in my research as a way of demonstrating how certain environments can give students
more agency and opportunities to own their learning. Since choral singing is vulnerable,
requiring the singer to hear themselves juxtaposed with other voices, the learning environment
can play a substantial role in how a chorister thinks about their own voice. Comparison,
judgement, and insecurities are frequent in the minds of young singers. Teachers can help their
students combat the oft labeled “inner judge” by establishing norms and situations that focus
more on the learner rather than the outcome. These models are posited with the hope that both

conductors and singers can find more meaningful connections and possibilities with their voices.

1.5.2: Acting Method Foci
Due to the many aspects of theater training that Stanislavski, Meisner, and Spolin
methods cover, I will focus on those aspects that I believe are most conducive for choral singing.
Stanislavski’s method will not be overtly used in my study, but he is cited because former
researchers have experimented with his acting methods in music for decades and have noted their
effectiveness. Meisner and Spolin’s methodologies are mostly cited because they center on
building awareness and a working relationship with partners and groups. Partner-based exercises

require actors to make observations about each other to train the senses. Problem solving
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commences when partners focus on each other instead of themselves. This is an organic way of
working that is not based on assumptions and helps the actors become more aware and selfless.
Meisner Repetitions are conducive for singing application as they teach acute listening skills and
allow for shared leadership, which can instill a trust-centered relationship between singers.

My application of Viola Spolin’s work is based on her teaching environment and games.
Her method alters the traditional relationship between student and teacher, allowing actors to
explore communication with each other through play. Most games do not transfer musically
since they are designed to solve acting problems, which are often more subjective in content than
the objectivity of singing technique. Since I am not teaching my students improvisation through
these games, this poses potential limitations for a game’s outcome. A singing game will need to
yield an improvement in singing technique. Game designs such Mirroring can specifically shift
the choral environment and become a framework for exploring aspects of vocal pedagogy. I am
most concerned with the environment Spolin created for her games to be played out, and how the
games themselves are designed. Except for game content, my choral games will parallel Spolin’s
models with the conductor taking on a sidecoaching role, and choristers working in partners and
other groups as assigned (SATB quartets, their sections, or random groups). A choral game will
be defined the way Spolin’s theater games are defined: exploration of a problem with partners,
while being sidecoached. A game is created with a goal, rules, sidecoaching,'' and group
evaluation. Her non-authoritarian design gives students opportunities to own their learning

through problem solving. Further study design will be discussed in Chapter 5.

" Sidecoaching is a director’s way of inserting themselves into a theater exercise or game in which they call out
different foci, encourage, and challenge the actors while they are performing.
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1.5.3: Case Study Review, Permissions, Certifications, and Consent and Assent Forms
The University of Washington Institutional Review Board (IRB) and the Human Subjects
Division determined my study as having “exempt status.” This means that my research is exempt
from the federal human subjects regulations, including the requirement for IRB approval and
continuing review. The process still required me to register my study with the UW because |
interacted with minors. The necessary documentation including permissions, course-work
certificates, and student consent and assent forms are included in the appendices of this

dissertation.

Conclusion

With the guidance and foreknowledge of this literature review, the delineation in the
chapter that follows will expound this research. My readers will read a brief history of theater
methods that inspired this new curriculum, the specifics of theater arts applications in musical
settings, and interviews with choir directors and theater artists regarding interdisciplinary
practices. Finally, readers will discover the study design and data analysis from my qualitative
case study with my middle and high school choristers. The case study represents the application
of my research; it is a record of my students exploring these ideas with me in hopes of finding
more engaging and self-directed ways of growing their artistry based on a need and desire to

enhance choral education practices.
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Chapter 2

Theater Arts Methodology: History and Practice
Introduction

At the start of the twentieth century, a group of theater artists departed from stylized
nineteenth-century melodramatic and vaudevillian practices in search of techniques that would
be more true-to-life in representing human interaction and emotional connection. Constantin
Stanislavski, Sanford Meisner and Viola Spolin are three theater artists who emerged from this
movement, and their pedagogical methods have shaped theater education over the last one
hundred years. These three artists developed renown acting methods still used in youth,
collegiate, and professional acting training programs worldwide. This chapter presents an in-
depth look at their methods and key principles that their students extracted over the years to
refine these practices for actors in training. I also confirm which elements from these practices

are relevant for my case study.

2.1: Constantin Stanislavski’s Acting Method

Russian actor and director, Constantin Stanislavski, founded the Moscow Art Company
in 1898 and, along with his colleagues, sought to find acting methods suited for the modern
world. For forty years the Moscow Art Company experimented with techniques hoping to rid
artificial performance from their actors. Stanislavski prepared workshops for the actor to explore
their full self and senses. Exercises included mental and physical isolations, emotion memory,
adaptiveness to circumstances, and creating inner motives. From these workshops, he introduced
a lexicon of terminology—a certain grammar of acting which inspired exploration in other parts

of the world, including those in The Group Theatre in New York City. Above all, he gave actors
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the space to explore, discover, and describe their thoughts, physical gestures, and emotions.
These exercises are the foundation upon which actors create characters, form emotional
connectivity, and build relationships with other actors. Stanislavski was convinced that his acting
technique was difficult to transfer into a practical textbook, and, therefore, wrote his acting texts
in a semi-fiction form where he appears as a director with a pseudonym dialoguing with young
actors.'? The text, An Actor Prepares, is presented as a narration from the actor’s perspective,
whose experience allows the reader to see the principles of the technique in working examples.

A noteworthy aspect of Stanislavski’s system is the “magic if”"—scenarios that challenge
the actor to use their imagination; what IF this happened to you? What would you do IF...?'* He
says, “Activity in imagination is of utmost importance. First comes internal, and afterwards
external action.”'* He was insistent upon finding ways to increase actors’ self-awareness and the
natural world. Concentration is, therefore, a major aspect of his technique.

First of all, they must be taught to look at, to listen to, and to hear what is beautiful. Such

habits elevate their minds and arouse feelings which will leave deep traces in their

emotion memories...such an effort causes you to observe the object more closely, more
effectively...!>

This kind of individual work is essential for the actor to discover true emotion and connectivity
in themselves. But, more than the exercises themselves, Stanislavski’s philosophy transcends its
application in the acting medium. Regarding the effects of his exercises, he said “what was
important was not the physical changes themselves but the mental attitude which produced

them.”!'® By choosing to accept his system, the actor will, over time, become more self-aware,

12 Constantin Stanislavski, 4n Actor Prepares (New York: Routledge, 1948), vii-viii

13 Stanislavski, 70-78.

14 Ibid., 63.

15 Ibid., 100.

16 Ryan Hebert, “The Acting Principles of Konstantin Stanislavsky and Their Relevance to Choral Conducting” The
Choral Journal 52, no. 5 (2011): 25.
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their muscles, their thoughts, their contributions, consequently, help them become more
observant in their own lives. This ideology progressed throughout the twentieth century,
inspiring many other theater artists to reassess their teaching practices. Stanislavski does not
boast in his system as the correct way to grow as an actor. In fact, he is quoted saying, “Create
your own method. Don’t depend slavishly on mine. Make up something that will work for you!
But keep breaking traditions, I beg you.”!” Using inspiration from his system, Stanislavski’s

students formed their own methods which both preserve and deviate from his system.

2.2: Sanford Meisner’s Acting Method

In 1931, actors Cheryl Crawford and Lee Strasberg founded The Group Theatre in New
York City. Crawford and Strasberg, along with their contemporaries, Harold Clurman, Stella
Adler, Bobby Lewis and Sanford Meisner, emerged as preeminent teachers of what became
known as “the Method,” a colloquial term used for contemporary American acting.'® The Group
was founded as a conscious diversion from “over-acting” to develop more realistic expression,
inspired by Stanislavski’s ideas. Each actor in The Group continued to create their own
variations of the techniques they learned. Sanford Meisner set out to “impart to his students an
organized approach to creating real and truthful behavior within imaginary circumstances of the
theater.”!” This approach consisted of exercises to strengthen the guiding principles he learned in
The Group —that “art expresses human experience.”?® His philosophy was that acting is the
“reality of doing;” what is done in life is the basis for how characters are created—born from

imagination, experience, observation, and preparation. Like Stanislavski, he admitted a

17 Actor Hub, 2014, https://www.actorhub.co.uk/252/stanislavsky-and-his-acting-system.

18 Dennis Longwell and Sanford Meisner, Sanford Meisner on Acting (New York: Random House, 1987), xiv.
19 Ibid., xiv.

20 Ibid., 11.
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dissatisfaction with his methods written in book form. His concern was primarily with the fact
that the way he transmitted spontaneous, actor-specific ideas did not accurately represent his
process.?! He collaborated with his former student, Dennis Longwell, to transcribe a fifteen-
month acting workshop offered in New York City in 1986. The transcription, Sanford Meisner
on Acting, is the dialogue and coaching that occurs between Meisner and his students regarding
his technique and its various demands.

Like Stanislavski, Meisner’s process was a series of workshops. His distinct approach
simplified Stanislavski’s process, which ultimately made it more intellectual, and highly
individualized with exercises for two actors working together at a time. Main principles begin
with observational and improvisational exercises. The first is the Repetition Exercise in which
students develop awareness. Repetition is an exchange between two actors: actor 1 will make a
truthful observation about actor 2, and actor 2 will repeat it. The goal is for each actor to let their
responses be organic, rather than forced or premeditated. It is rooted in listening and responding
naturally, the way one would in real life. The Repetition Exercise is, at first, extremely mundane,
but it aids in developing the senses, especially keen observation. An example of the Repetition
Exercise is below, with Meisner commenting:

Actor 1: “Your hair is shiny ”

Actor 2: “My hair is shiny”

Actor 1: “Your hair is shiny ”

Actor 2: “My hair is shiny”

Actor 1: “Your hair is shiny ”

Actor 2: “My hair is shiny”

It’s monotonous, but it’s the basis of something.??

2! Longwell and Meisner, xviii.
2 Ibid., 21-22.
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Though mechanical, this exercise reveals an actor’s listening ability; their response is the
repetition of a singular point of view. The goal is to rid any possible pre-conceived or rehearsed
idea of how to respond to what is happening. In one class, Meisner clarifies the act of listening
during repetition:
Don’t pretend to listen, really listen. Listening is the reality of doing. The doing of the
task is crucial, not the results. Beginning exercises are about trying. Are you looking at

me now? As who? Yourself? Can you hold on to that? Can you repeat what you hear
absolutely accurately? Simply.?? (Italics added for emphasis).

Here the reader will notice the words in italics are similar to Stanislavski’s: “what was important
was not the physical changes themselves but the mental attitude which produced them.”?*
Meisner solves many acting problems by training his students in observation and repetition.
However, the exercise must not go on too long. He says:

This Repetition Game must not go too far. You eventually start doing this exercise from

your point of view. It’s a shared experience. If you simply do it, you focus on the other
person. You’re attached to something outside of yourself.?®

This concept of being “attached to something outside of yourself” is an ongoing theme in
Meisner’s method: what you do depends entirely on the other person. He trains a “give and
receive” kind of artistry; most elements of acting are solved through this kind of focus. Even
nervousness is addressed by coaching the actor to focus on their partner:

You’re always going to feel nervous thinking that other people will see you as nervous. If
you want people to see you as relaxed don’t tell them you’re nervous because you don’t

2 Longwell and Meisner, 21-22.
24 Hebert, “The Acting Principles of Konstantin Stanislavsky and Their Relevance to Choral Conducting,” 25.
% Longwell and Meisner, 22.

22



look nervous. It comes out in a certain indecision about repeating. How do you fix that?

By dealing more with your partner and less with yourself. (Italics added for emphasis).?®

Dealing directly with your partner is a shared teaching tactic between Meisner and
Spolin. This kind of concentration gets the actor’s mind off themselves and leaves no time for
them to second guess their actions. Other foci of Meisner’s method include isolating instincts
and impulses and relying on the other actor before responding. Emotional preparation is a warm-
up process, but in rehearsal and performance the actor must live in the moment and receive what
their partner gives them. Over time, actors can become organic and flexible, with the end-goal to
become an emotionally truthful artist. Practitioners in The Meisner Technique Studio in San
Francisco believe that Meisner’s technique is a solid foundation which holds closely to
Meisner’s vision for all his students: “to work in any medium, opposite anyone and know what
you’re doing.” Meisner said, “That’s what technique is. That’s what craft is. It’s not needing me
anymore and knowing how to work and how to fix it when it’s not working.”?” Again, like
Stanislavski, Meisner established a way of working that transcends the theater; those who
practice his method have improved their self-esteem, confidence, and deep awareness. Books
such as The Authentic Leader: Using the Meisner Technique for Embracing the Values of
Truthful Leadership show how Meisner can benefit communication skills for those in leadership
positions. An article titled “Meisner for Managers” is one manager’s experience attending a
Meisner workshop to improve communication skills. She testified that her own observations,

listening skills, and confidence improved.?8

26 Longwell and Meisner, 59.

27 “Meisner Technique,” The Meisner Technique Studio, January 9, 2019, themeisnertechniquestudio.com/meisner-
technique/.

28 “Meisner for Managers,” LinkedIn, last modified December 9, 2018, https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/meisner-
managers-wiebke-k%C3%BCster/
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Over the last three decades, Meisner’s disciples have extended his method, clarified
terminology, and offered organized and sequential ways of interpreting his technique through
books and workshops. Acting teacher and Meisner practitioner, Nick Mosely, says that the
technique teaches good human living:

The Meisner Technique, provided it is pursued relentlessly over an extended period of

time can offer a solution. Within clear structures and safe exercises, it slowly and

methodically reconditions the habits...The beauty of the technique lies in its simplicity
and its insistence on genuine, truthful responses. If well-taught, it can permanently affect
the way an actor works in the space, often without the actor really being conscious of the
changes taking place. Each actor engaging in it [the technique] has to be sidecoached and
nurtured through each stage.?® (Sidecoaching will be discussed in the next section).

Mosley offers these observations in his book Meisner in Practice, where through
subcategories of the technique, he brings clarity to this step-by-step process, especially breaking
down Repetition Exercises, exploring motivation, and movement. These improvisational
exercises demand creativity and vulnerability from the actors while using Repetition and
observation concepts. Mosely says that Meisner “reconditions the habits.”*? All performing
artists, especially in their younger years, are prone to unhealthy habits. The exercises are
designed for instilling a change in the way the actor sees, hears, and ultimately responds to
another. These are critical habits for any performing artist to develop. As the curriculum
progresses, Mosely reminds the actor that Meisner’s method requires flexibility. Actors must
adapt. Actors also work out their adaptiveness in physical space, a place of possibility.

In an interview with actor and Meisner teacher, Chelsea LeValley, she explains her own

classroom norms for teaching Meisner. She facilitates a group understanding of who students are

2 Nick Moseley, Meisner in Practice: A Guide for Actors, Directors, and Teachers (London: Nick Hern Books
Limited, 2012), 122.
30 Ibid.
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at their core, and that through submitting to Meisner’s method they learn to validate a vast array

of feelings from love, passion, fear, hurt, anger, and desires for dignity. She says:

The human being is constantly trying to get back to homeostasis, the place where
everything is copacetic, and peaceful. Meisner method helps strip away all of our
behavioral patterns that we’ve adopted: behavioral patterns, biases, prejudice, natural
reactions, habits, ticks, defenses....whatever is “me” specific I am trying to strip that
away to get down to my core self without my ego, without my ticks, without my bias.
The process of that is the whole beginning of Meisner training. It is stripping away what
is impeding my natural human response that we have used to get through life so that we
can do our art.’!

LeValley, and the other theater teachers named in this dissertation, have not and do not perform
brain science experiments, however, LeValley (as well as Mosely and Silverberg) view
Meisner’s method as a natural way to encourage and establish healthy patterns with their
students. By examining and accepting themselves, students can be at peace while they learn the
craft of acting, which is often vulnerable and risky. For LeValley, consistently voicing positive
self-talk and language in rehearsals contributes to homeostasis and allows the brain to focus
more on problem solving rather than on unwanted thoughts and feelings.

Another Meisner practitioner and acting teacher, Larry Silverberg, further simplifies
Meisner’s method for teenagers in his book, Meisner for Teens. His work has helped him
understand the challenges, pressures, and demands of secondary school experiences, making
Meisner’s technique not only useful for acting, but for helping young people become confident
and honest. Perhaps the most useful take-aways from Silverberg’s text for this dissertation are
his Four Fundamental Skills that he extracted from Meisner’s technique:

e Full body listening and availability. True acting is not a me, myself and I form of art. It is
a moment-to-moment relationship with our partners and our environment.

31 Chelsea LeValley, interview with author, Burien, Washington, July 10, 2021.
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e Being in the present. The truth is that life, and being alive, only exists in this moment
right now.
e Really doing what you 're doing. All true acting is the reality of doing. When we do

something, we really do it, we don’t fake it.

e Becoming instinctively and spontaneously responsive. True acting demands that we
relearn and reclaim our ability to be exactly who we are and that we rediscover our true
voice.*? (Italics added for emphasis).

Even when passed down through his disciples and presented with different organization,
Meisner’s technique can be summarized as training oneself to be hyperaware and flexible so that

actors are positioned to share leadership from a posture of giving and receiving spontaneously, in

the moment.

2.3: Viola Spolin’s Acting Technique

Acclaimed actor, improv teacher, and director Viola Spolin developed her acting methods
in the 1950s and 60s, and they have inspired the modern improvisational theater movement ever
since. She devised over 200 non-competitive games for the acting workshops that she offered
throughout her life, many of which she created on-the-spot to solve her own directing problems
in rehearsal. Her book Improvisation for the Theater remains an essential theater text to this
day.?? It examines the power of spontaneity, which she defines as “the moment of personal
freedom when we are faced with reality and see it, explore it, and act accordingly.”** Her method
is founded upon the centrality of improvisation and experience, which is, whether directly or
indirectly, very similar to Stanislavski’s process. A paramount philosophy shared by both is an
emphasis on creating an environment for players (actors) to explore. For Spolin, this primarily

happens through games, which are partner- or group-based activities centered on solving a

32 Larry Silverberg, Meisner for Teens: A Life of True Acting (Hanover, NH: Smith and Kraus, Inc., 2010), 7.
33 Viola Spolin Official Website, “Biography,” last modified May 31, 2023, https://www.violaspolin.org.
34 Viola Spolin, Improvisation for the Theater (Evanston, Illinois: Northwestern University Press, 1999), 4.
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particular acting problem. The key to exploration is not the goals of the games themselves,
although these are important. Rather, experience is what is most powerful. She says,
We learn through experience and experiencing...if the environment permits it, anyone
can learn whatever he or she chooses to learn; and if the individual permits it, the
environment will teach everything it has to teach. Talent or lack of talent have little to do
with it...Experience comes from direct contact with the environment. No one can teach
it, you have to trip into it. The only way this can happen is by playing and exploring and
being given the chance to try, fail, collaborate. Artistic experiences are not reserved for
those who just have talent. Anyone can be intuitive. We have all had moments when the
right answer ‘just came’ or we did ‘exactly the right thing without thinking. This means
that we just need to provide a space to unlock this and make connection.?
Space needs to be created for the workshop procedure in which directors teach, play, and
sidecoach games and exercises with their students. It is important to clarify that Spolin believes
emotion results from playing a game; it is not something the actor carries with them on to the
stage. Once again, we see that even though emotional connection is a vital skill for an actor to
develop, it is not the initial goal of Stanislavski, Meisner or Spolin’s systems.3¢
Spolin’s games are categorized by what they help solve. While not every game needs to
be played in a specific sequence, some should be learned before others. Spolin defines key terms
for teachers to understand before entering a workshop setting with their students like play,
intuition, freedom, and transformation. Some students may already possess a certain intuition or
a ready willingness to play, or perhaps one has a natural talent or particularly positive attitude—
for others it will come through experience.

The title of this dissertation, Choral Arts Games, is inspired by Spolin’s book title

Theater Arts Games. The words “game” and “exercise” are used often in theater environments

3% Spolin, 3-4.
36 Ibid., 359.
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and are understood universally by those who are trained in these techniques. However, for those
who are unfamiliar, I offer the following definition of a “game.” A game must:

e have a focus (a problem that needs solving).

e Dbe solved with a partner or in groups

¢ include sidecoaching (from the teacher) and evaluation (from everyone watching and
the actors).

Games are often explored in longer stints and are collaborative in nature. Exercises may also be
collaborative; however, they are often shorter and used to introduce a concept. Exercises can be
viewed as warm-ups, physical, metal, and vocal.

Sidecoaching alters the traditional relationship of teacher and student. Spolin uses this
method as a way of holding the actors to a certain focus in a game or exercise if they have
strayed from the task. Sidecoaching aids in giving players self-identity within the activity and
“allows functioning at a fresh moment of experience, and further, it makes the teacher-director a
fellow player.”*” Examples of sidecoaching include calling out commands, tasks, and reminders
as the actors are playing. Spolin clarifies that when students look out inquiringly during their first
sidecoaching experience they should be told “listen to my voice but don’t pay any attention to it”
or “listen to my voice but keep right on going. Just stay with the problem.”® By using this
language, the players can engage in new choices or points of focus without breaking their
concentration on each other. Sidecoaching may bring to the reader’s mind the kind of teaching
that conductors use speaking to their singers while they are rehearsing. However, sidecoaching
games or exercises can be likened to the way a private studio teacher instructs their student with

individualized instruction, only, in Choral Arts Games the instruction is given in front of another

37 Spolin, 28-29.
38 Tbid., 29.

28



person (a singer’s partner) or persons (partners/groups). At times, the sidecoach may even insert
themselves into the activity to encourage the players in a certain direction.
One of Spolin’s most noteworthy theater games is the Mirror Game, which is part of a

larger category of games called the Mirror Series.

Mirror games link players by the act of seeing. Players focus when they merely reflect,
without interpretation, what their eyes tell them. And so, sidecoaching for this in the
mirror games is, reflect what you see, not what you think you see! Keep the mirror
between you! The game is called a spontaneous reflection, not imitation. This subtle but a
central difference must be observed for mirror games to be effective. Mirror reflection
requires and nonverbal, non-cerebral response. In imitation, what is seen is sent through
the head for analysis before it is shared. This creates a time lag. That time lag is the space
through which theories and prejudices enter the spontaneous moment. In true reflection,
time lag is eliminated. There’s not time for thinking about playing...the player acts
instinctively. An important discovery is made through Follow-the-Follower, the most
advanced of the mirror games. When following the follower, players move in accord with
one another but there is no leader. All players lead. No one initiates. All initiate. Or
reflect. Communication among players is so strong it is difficult to see where the
movement begins. Players experience something like collective consciousness.>

A major benefit of Spolin’s workshops is that they afford a low-stakes environment in which no
performance experience is needed. Consequently, her method can easily transfer into
environments outside of the theater. As Spolin told the Los Angeles Times in 1974, “Theater
Games are a process applicable to any field, discipline, or subject matter which creates a place
where full participation, communication and transformation can take place.”*’

Students will quickly become accustomed to classroom norms that get them to perform

without them knowing they are doing so. This helps the performer become so comfortable in

39 Viola Spolin, Theater Games for the Classroom: A Teacher’s Handbook (Northwestern University Press,
Evanston, Illinois, 1986), 72.

40 Jewish Women’s Archive, “Birth of Viola Spolin, creator of Theater Games,” (Viewed on February 16, 2024),
http://jwa.org/thisweek/nov/07/1906/this-week-in-history-birth-of-viola-spolin-creator-of-theater-games.
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their bodies that they trust themselves and their fellow players, which transfers into other forms

of communication.

Conclusion

From Stanislavski’s initial exploration to Meisner’s partner-based exercises to Spolin’s
group games in a non-authoritarian environment, each contain useful applications worth
implementing in choral rehearsals. This research has prompted a new rehearsal curriculum in
which norms center on play and exploration; rehearsal directives are driven by key words and
concepts from focusing on partners, really listening, giving space, making observations, sharing
leadership, mirroring, sidecoaching, and evaluating. For this dissertation, Stanislavski’s work
inspires the intention behind my own workshops: to explore what kind of internal and external
awareness is possible by changing the environment for my choristers. Additionally, in a larger
bibliographical search, I found one known application of Stanislavski’s work in the choral
conducting world that will be addressed in Chapter 4. However, there were no Stanislavski
exercises applied in choral settings (save for Tom Carter using aspects of Stanislavski’s work for
emotional connection and creating character and affect for performance).

Nick Mosely’s clarifications of Meisner’s method aid in bridging the theater and music
worlds together; his language can help conductors and ensembles develop trusting and organic
relationships as they explore pedagogy and artistry together. One can see that Silverberg’s Four
Fundamental Skills extracted from Meisner are beneficial for any performing artist. Training a
singer for full body and listening availability and becoming instinctively spontaneously
responsive could help a vocalist become more flexible in a vocal ensemble. Meisner and Spolin

activities may prove useful for developing artistic awareness early on in singers’ experiences.
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I found two articles written by Andrew Davidson who made correlations between
Stanislavski and Meisner’s methods and Dalcroze’s philosophy for music education, which
demonstrate a commonality in thinking between the disciplines of theater and music. However,
none of these practices specifically address vocal pedagogy or vocal function. Steven Dahlke’s
application of Meisner’s Repetition Exercise will be discussed at length in the Chapter 4, since
his is the only working example of a musically modified partner and group-based theater
exercise used in a choral setting, though again, his purpose is to help singers emotionally connect
to the music. Similarly, a Manhattan-based acting studio called Meisner in Music is designed to
help singers connect emotionally and technically using Meisner’s method. Since this is a musical
application of Meisner’s technique, more will be discussed in Chapter 4, including an interview
with the co-founder, Jillian Paige, about her process.

Throughout the course of my research, I only found one instance of Spolin’s techniques
in group singing. In Sweden, an organization called Folk Song Lab teaches Mirror Singing as a
method for engaging and co-creating with fellow singers. The technique is mainly taught for
improvisational purposes. Though unmentioned, the concept, and what it offers the singers who
are engaging in this activity, is rooted in Spolin philosophy of giving and receiving. Mirror
Singing will be discussed further in Chapters 4, 5, and 6. Wind conductor Devin Otto has also
applied Spolin’s games in a musical context, by encouraging conductors to play her improv
games to increase their awareness, communication, and spontaneous creativity. I also discuss
Otto’s application in Chapter 4.

All musically modified theater game templates and testing with students are inspired by

Stanislavski, Meisner and Spolin’s work, and others who have experimented or suggested cross-
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over concepts in the last ten years. My case-study design and implementation, inspired by this

research, is fully delineated in Chapters 5 and 6.
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Chapter 3

Vocal Pedagogy Applications
Introduction

To prepare students for singing games and discussions about singing in an environment
modeled after theater arts classrooms, choristers need to be familiar with vocal techniques and
their own vocal mechanism. In order to train my choir to become more mentally and physically
aware of their vocal abilities, | turned to a variety of current vocal pedagogues who reinforce
exercises for warming-up, breathing, onsets, vocal quality, pitch and intonation, and range. These
concepts could be taught in a variety of ways and should be addressed as needed. I will address
advice from current voice scientists, professional voice teachers, experts on adolescent voices,
and choral directors. Each offers ideas and exercises for training the vocal mechanism which I

have adopted into my teaching and can be used as tools*! for singing games.

3.1: Building a Foundation of Pedagogical Language
In her book A Systematic Approach to Voice: The Art of Studio Application, acclaimed
voice teacher and singer Kari Ragan writes that “pedagogical truths may come from a variety of
sources to serve the complex needs of the individual trusting the teachers.”*? In order to
continually develop trust and instill good vocal technique in young choristers, choral directors
should be open to a variety of methods which can diversify understanding in a large group.
When singers practice pedagogy that is based in science-informed principles of voice production,

they set themselves up for a foundation of fundamental singing technique that allows them to

41 Tools are defined in this dissertation as any vocal function exercise or independent vocal mechanism activity that
helps singers engage in aspects of vocal technique. The specific tools I have collected are delineated by the
pedagogues in this chapter.

42 Ragan, 4 Systematic Approach to Voice, 16.
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explore genre-specific and stylistic elements and enable artistic integrity.** They can, with a
knowledge of vocal health and function, learn to be expressive and engaged performers who are
able to sing in a variety of styles and genres. This knowledge can be difficult to retain because
singers are asked to think about and access something they cannot see. Athletes rely on visible
outcomes to confirm their successes; however, singers must rely upon internalized physical
sensations. Therefore, kinesthetic singing tools and exercises are necessary for facilitating these
sensations and building a kind of sensory vocabulary for singers to rely on.** Additionally,
Ragan reminds that it is essential to couple vocal training with caring for the student.

The dynamic relationship between the voice teachers and the singer is complex and

requires empathy, compassion, and intuition. The teacher holds a position of authority

over a musical instrument that resides within the body and impacts closely on the identity

and spirit of another human being. Voice teachers have a profound role in the lives of
singers who place significant trust in them.*

To instill a willingness to engage in exercises and build musical trust with their students, choral
directors should consider how they see and hear their students as human beings and musicians;
they should be mindful of what they ask of their singers, how they ask it; and they should
consider what a particular student or group of students might need regarding any of these
exercises.

Other vocal pedagogy advice in this chapter is often paired with teaching strategies such
as asking questions and inviting students to discuss what they are hearing, feeling, and
experiencing. To prepare my choir for a variety of musical endeavors (repertoire for concerts,

contests, and festivals, and exploring games), I have adopted some key principles of esteemed

43 Ragan, 6-7.
4 Ibid., 5.
4 Ibid., 15.
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vocal pedagogue, Jo Estill. She centers her singing discussions and activities around the question
“how am I doing this?”*® Throughout her workbook Estill Voice Training Level One: Figures for
Voice Control Workbook, she asks questions such as “What do you hear?” “What do you feel?”
“What was moving?” “What was easier?” Through her exercises, Estill hopes that students will
develop vocal health and aesthetic freedom.*” She operates under guiding principles that I
believe all conductors should cultivate with their choristers; they affirm that conductors should
view themselves as group voice teachers. Two of these have encouraged my direction for
facilitating vocal knowledge with my choristers:

e Knowledge is power; understanding how the voice works is a good thing

e Voice production begins before the voice is heard; muscle effort makes it happen.*?

(Italics added for emphasis).

To implement this philosophy with my choir, I have taught exercises regarding imagination,
breathing, onsets, vowels, pitch and intonation, and audiation. These areas are essential for
young singers to practice and repeat regularly so that the language and process of singing

becomes engrained in them.

3.2: Warming up and Vocal Function Exercises
Ragan’s systematic process for training the voice includes a large collection of vocal
function exercises based on current vocal science practices. She clarifies the difference between

a warm-up and a vocal function exercise. Warm-ups prepare for the demands of the tasks a

46 Jo Estill, Estill Voice Training Level One: Figures for Voice Control (Estill Voice Training Systems International,
LCC, 2005), 1.

47 Ibid.

8 Ibid., 4.
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vocalist will cover, whereas vocal function exercises are corrective tasks for development.** One
metaphor for understanding this further can be related to athletics: warming up is like stretching,
vocal function exercises are like working out or isolating muscles and body function, and singing
repertoire is like playing the sport. Vocal function exercises are designed spontaneously to train
the specific needs of the singer in the moment and are meant to be repeated. She says the choices
for how an exercise is devised are “student-driven and teacher prescribed.”® Ragan’s work
encourages voice teachers (and in this case, choral directors) to be intentional with designing
tasks specifically for the student to retain the technique, not just apply a quick fix. This kind of
differentiation has been helpful in defining different parts of rehearsal for my choristers.
Warming up includes humming, sirens, and physical stretching. However, part of our routine
also includes vocal function exercises which address different aspects of the vocal mechanism—
these will be discussed throughout this chapter. Certain warm-up routines and vocal function
exercises are defined as “tools” in my case study. They are options for solving vocal problems in
choral games, which will be discussed in Chapters 5 and 6.

Figure 1 shows a helpful thought process for the repetitious process of singing. Inspired
by Estill, The Recipe: The Cycle of Singing was created by Dr. Geoffrey Boers as an at-a-glance
chart to show this process: imagination, space, inhalation/breathing, onsets/vocal quality, and

sustaining or anchoring the sound.

49 Ragan, 13-14.
30 Ragan, 14.
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Figure 1: The Cycle of Singing by Dr. Geoffrey Boers®!

Imagination

Sustain/Anchor

When we are warming-up or working on repertoire, we have returned to this chart,
especially to reinforce these habits at the beginning of the school year and after long breaks.
Specifically, imagination, inhalation (breathing), onsets and anchors are isolated in the following

discussion.

31 Geoffrey, Boers, “Advanced Choral Techniques: Group Vocal Techniques,” PowerPoint presentation, University
of Washington, Seattle, WA, October 1, 2020.
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3.2.1: Imagination
The first part of The Cycle of Singing is imagination. Estill often asks singers to consider
and concent