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President’s Message:   

Your Mission Statement  —   Amy Moir                                                                   

The September 2019 issue of Choral Journal includes an article entitled 

“Everyday Advocacy for Your Choral Program” written by Karen L. 

Bruno.  In the article, she asks a few specific questions which include,  

but are not limited to, the following: 

 

- Why do you teach and conduct choirs? 

- Why did you enter the profession? 

- Why does singing matter to your choristers? 

 

While I found all of the questions relevant and thoughtful, these three spoke specifically to me as they 

were at the heart of where I have been finding myself lately.  As I read through the article, what I really 

wanted to do was have a book club discussion on my front porch to delve deeply into what matters to us 

as choral directors.  

 

One thing I took away from the article was the concept of creating a mission statement.  While I have yet 

to sit down and draft a short, one to two sentence mission statement, I find the task intriguing.  One of 

my main missions in teaching chorus is to connect people to culture, history, and each other through 

music.  We can really identify with our humanity when we sing together as one.  The same reason I teach 

choirs is the same reason I entered the profession.  Music spoke to me and connected me with a commu-

nity that truly helped me through adolescent life.  

 

While this is my personal experience, is it similar for my choristers?  Why exactly do they sing?  Without 

asking them, how can I know?  Any ensemble or choral program mission statement should have the 

members at the heart of the mission.  While many questions abound, I found myself curious to see why 

other people sing in ensembles.  If you have a moment, please take the brief survey below.  I would like 

to hear your thoughts.  You can also pass it along to your choristers.  Why does Virginia sing? 

 

http://shorturl.at/uwI58 

 

If you are able to find the time to sit and read the full article mentioned above,  it gives insight into advo-

cating for your choral program.  I personally found it most helpful in making me think philosophically 

about the “why” of choir on so many different levels.                     

September 15, 2019 

Volume 2, Issue 1 

http://shorturl.at/uwI58
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Virginia ACDA 2019-2020 Calendar 

 

 
July 31, 2019    Leadership Team meeting 

 

August 1-3, 2019   Voices United Conference, State Luncheon Meeting 

     Honors Choirs: Children’s, Intergenerational, Conductor’s  

 

All Year    Sing for Virginia composer advocacy initiative: #sing4va 

 

September 1, 2019 Newsletter #1: Voices United Wrap-up, Leadership Team high-

lights, membership drive information 

 

Sept. 15 - Nov. 15, 2019                ACDA SING UP membership drive 

 

November 1, 2019   Newsletter #2: articles from membership, All Virginia Middle  

                                                                        School Information, SING UP membership drive updates 

 

November 10, 2019   Executive Board meeting (7:30PM Conference Call) 

 

November 20-21, 2019                VMEA Conference: VA-ACDA state reception and meeting 

 

January 2020                 Recruitment for R&R chair position openings  

 

January 2020 (TBD)   Full Leadership Team meeting  

 

February 1, 2020   Newsletter #3: Voices United Conference information,  

                                                                        All Virginia Chorus information, membership articles 

 

March 2020 (TBD)                Executive Board meeting 

 

April 23-25, 2020   All Virginia Honor Choirs, free professional development  

workshops, state breakfast/lunch/dinner TBD 

 

May 15, 2020                 Newsletter #4: All Virginia Middle School highlights, Voices  

     United Conference information, state leadership information 

 

 

  Voices United planning committee meetings: September, October, November, January, March, & May  
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Dear Virginia members, 

 

Virginia ACDA is one of the largest chapters in the US at 501 members strong!  Congratula-

tions!   As members of the Virginia Chapter, you are also members of the Southern Region of 

ACDA as well as National.  And this year we will celebrate our Southern Region with a great 

conference in Mobile, Alabama! 

 

You are the best advertisement for why ACDA is a great organization.  The amazing work you 

do with your singers every day lets everyone know that you are working hard to better your-

self, your teaching, and your conducting.  Your friends who are not ACDA members should 

get in on the action too, right?   

 

From now until November 15, ACDA will be holding its “Sing Up” membership drive.  In Vir-

ginia we reward NEW members who sign up during “Sing Up” with a discounted registration 

for state events like our fantastic Voices United Conference.   And, of course, ALL members get 

the fabulous Choral Journal along with numerous opportunities for professional development 

and continuing education through state, regional, and national events. 

 

Students in college and high school can also be members.  And, they get special rates! 

 

NEW high school and college student members may join for $5.00!  For students to take ad-

vantage of the $5.00 membership initiative, they should go to acda.org and click on “Join 

Now” (this is available for online joins only – no checks accepted).  Then they complete the 

first page of contact information and set up a password to create an account.  Once they click 

on “save,” the system will read their address and see that VA is participating in the initiative.  

On the next page they will go to membership options, and the student option will be $5.00.  

Just follow the prompts. 

 

Students, if for any reason you do not see a $5 option, please contact Jane Morrison at janemo-

rison1@gmail.com.  Don’t join at $35!  ACDA cannot refund a full student membership once it 

is completed.    

http://www.acda.org
mailto:janemorison1@gmail.com
mailto:janemorison1@gmail.com
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RENEWING student members may renew for $20.00 between September 15 & November 15.  

(It’s a good thing you are students, because this process would be a bit complicated for folks 

who are not used to having classes every day!)  You need to renew on the ACDA website ac-

da.org which will show a $35.00 charge, and then email our VA ACDA Treasurer, Margie 

Woods at mmwoodsmt@gmail.com BEFORE November 15 to receive a rebate of $15.00.   

 

Even if it is not time for you to renew, you can take advantage of this lower rate.  Your mem-

bership will still last until a year past when it is set to expire, so why not save money?   

 

We are also able to offer at least ten NEW complimentary memberships this year.  If you 

know a colleague who should become an ACDA active member, please contact our President, 

Amy Moir alsmoir@gmail.com.  This would be especially good for former student members 

who are now joining us as professional colleagues. 

 

If you need more info, please contact me at: janemorison1@gmail.com. 

 

Have a great start to your school year and concert season.  I look forward to seeing you soon! 

 

Jane DeLoach Morison, Membership Chair 

 

 

 
 

http://www.acda.org
http://www.acda.org
mailto:mmwoodsmt@gmail.com
mailto:alsmoir@gmail.com
mailto:janemorison1@gmail.com
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From your Vice President and Voices United Conference Chair: 
                 Pamela McDermott 
 

Conference Wrap-up: We Are “Voices United” 
 

 

Virginia ACDA once again conferenced with members from Maryland/DC and Delaware at Voices 

United this past August.  As your conference planning committee chair, I share these bits: 

 

—  For 21 years Voices United has worked to join members from mid-eastern states, connecting 

our Southern Region to Maryland/DC and Delaware in the Eastern Region.  This cross-

regional connection is unique across the nation and offers a wealth of resources in an inti-

mate way.  Sessions remind us of those things we have in common – the search for great 

repertoire, conducting tips, vocal pedagogy, teaching ideas, and reminders for our philoso-

phies of choral music leading – and allow us to learn from and network with our peers 

across state lines.  ACDA is meaningful to me because of the people I have come to know 

through Voices United. 

 

 — Each of our three headliners conduct an honor chorus and offer interest sessions to confer-

ence participants.  Each year they walk away from Voices United fulfilled and inspired by 

the community and collegiality they experience among us.  They all say it is a unique and 

wonderful conference.  Dennis Shrock shared a depth of knowledge and a love for the cho-

ral “canon” in his sessions and with his honor chorus singers.  Tom Shelton brought teach-

ing tips and offered a number of “sounds” in concert, adding a variety of instruments to 

each of the pieces on the concert.  Thea Kano spoke from the heart about inclusion and 

challenged us to speak directly with each of our singers, to listen to their story so that we 

can continue to make our ensembles life-changing and safe spaces for all of our singers.  

Together, they shared stories and laughed, and learned, and remembered why our field is 

an amazing source of work. 

 

 — Our Children’s Honor Chorus, for ages 10-14, boasted 80-90 singers.  Our Voices United 

Honor Chorus, for ages 15-95, drew 60 singers this year.  Our conference track drew 108 

participants.  That’s over 250 participants in our 3-day event.  A number of faces are famil-

iar after conferencing for several years; but many others were new to Voices United.  It was 

wonderful to get to know ACDA members better through shared conversation. 

 

 

ACDA is not specific to any one choral job.  It is not geared toward elementary, or high school, or 

church choir directors.  Instead, ACDA exists to remind us of what we ALL have in common – the 

lives of people who sing, from a young age into maturity, and who share a passion for choral sing-

ing with us.  Hopefully, attendees found a few practical tips, met some new faces, found some new 

repertoire, and were inspired to be the best version of themselves as they begin a new season’s 

work with singers. 
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From your President-elect: Bonny Tynch 
 

 

Building a Choral Culture Within Your Pyramid: One Story 
 

 

There are so many different configurations and circumstances surrounding the conventional “feeder 

school” model in which multiple elementary schools feed into fewer middle schools that then feed 

into one high school.  While this article highlights a conventional model that is rare in larger 

school systems, it probably matches many of our state’s organization of feeder schools.   

 

The strongest programs don’t exist in a vacuum.  The strongest programs are built through rela-

tionships: relationships between colleagues, teachers & students, and parents & teachers within 

their community.  This article highlights a simple example of how one high school uses its pyramid 

concert as a thread connecting colleagues, students, parents, administrators, and the community to 

build a choral culture that spans across the elementary, middle, and high school music programs. 

 

A deeply embedded tradition for the Madison Pyramid schools, the MAD Pyramid Chorus forms 

annually and brings together students from all six elementary feeder schools, the Thoreau Middle 

School Chamber Choir, and the Madison High School choral department.  General music and cho-

ral colleagues from the elementary, middle, and high school programs organize and run rehearsals, 

and it all culminates in concert on the last Wednesday evening of January. 

 

About 100 elementary singers are selected by their respective music teachers to form the honor cho-

rus, the big draw for the evening concert.  Parents from across the pyramid eagerly fill the auditori-

um seats.  It is a special night for these singers and they, along with their parents, see the advanced 

choirs from the middle school and the high school perform during the first half of the concert.  This 

gives families a vision for what is to come when their child continues in the choral programs in 

their pyramid.  Parents and students of all ages see the quality of the programs demonstrated in 

each of the performances and appreciate the warm welcome and clever narration throughout the 

concert given by Ms. Rowan, the host and choral director at Madison HS.  The elementary singers 

are in awe and their parents leave with a deeper understanding of this thing called chorus, as well 

as a new appreciation for their child’s elementary music teacher. 

 

Middle schoolers performing under the direction of Mr. McNamara are both proud (performing for 

elementary kids) and nervous (performing for high schoolers) and strive to perform their very best.  

They have been required to attend two of the four after school rehearsals with the Elementary Hon-

or Choir as helpers.  During those rehearsals, middle school singers scatter throughout the elemen-

tary choir just like the high school volunteers, mentoring the younger singers as they go.   
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When the treble repertoire is put away and the SATB combined piece is rehearsed, these middle 

schoolers take pride in stepping out and joining the high school helpers to sing in four parts—

something none of them were doing just one or two years ago!  During pyramid chorus rehearsals, 

middle school singers spend time in the high school choral room in a leadership position, get to 

know Ms. Rowan, and work alongside older students.  These are all things that build relationship 

and familiarity with the high school program. 

 

The evening of the pyramid concert peaks with the Elementary Honor Chorus performing three 

selections that they learned together and rehearsed over the four, 1-hour rehearsals in the weeks 

before the concert.  Between selections, the cheers from the middle schoolers and high schoolers in 

the audience are usually louder than all of the parents combined.  They are invested in the success 

of these singers, too, as many volunteered and attended the after-school rehearsals to help organ-

ize, sing alongside, and shepherd the 5th and 6th graders through the high school building and out 

to their carpool lanes.  Most of the high school helpers remember when they were in the Madison 

Pyramid honor choir and some even still have their t-shirts! 

 

Being an elementary music teacher has become increasingly demanding as class sizes rise, sched-

ules compress, and time with students decreases.  While participation in the MAD Pyramid was 

never mandatory, all six feeder schools have been involved each year, with teachers dividing up 

the conducting/rehearsing, accompanying, and organizational duties while working closely with 

Mr. McNamara and Ms. Rowan.  This opportunity to collaborate and learn from each other’s re-

hearsal techniques is golden and FUN!  Through the advocacy of one of the participating elemen-

tary teachers, recertification points for participation in the pyramid rehearsals are now available to 

teachers.  While most of the logistical arrangements of buying music, ordering t-shirts, arranging 

for a pizza dinner, and scheduling the event space is taken care of by the high school director (and 

the high school program budget), the rehearsals and concert connects colleagues as a team.   

 

At the very end of the Madison Pyramid Concert, all of the choirs join the elementary honor choir 

on stage for a combined finale like “Make Them Hear You” from Ragtime or “Turn the World 

Around.”  For many years, I was fortunate to be one of the elementary teachers on this pyramid 

team.  After a while, I was not only proud of my current elementary singers, but of former students 

shining in the Thoreau and Madison choirs.  As a teacher, watching my students grow and sing 

throughout their school careers became a highlight of my year.  It feeds your soul a little to know 

that the seeds you plant are continuing to be nourished by colleagues that value the power of cho-

ral music and value you as a colleague.   

 

Obviously, the Madison Pyramid Concert is an important part of recruitment and retention for all 

of the choral programs participating.  A special thanks to friend and colleague, Claire Rowan, for 

being such a gracious and competent leader.  She makes it all seem so easy.  A special thank you to 

all past and current colleagues that have worked together to build a community around choral mu-

sic in the Madison Pyramid.  I am hoping this Pyramid model can inspire others. 
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From both your Treasurer and Children’s and Community    
                            Youth R&R Chair: Margie Woods & Leslie Dripps 

 

THE JAW and Other Terrifying Tales from Female Vocal  

Development: Practical Applications for the Choral Rehearsal  
(PART 1 of a two-part series) 

 

BRING THE DRAMA! 

 

The majority of choirs across the United States consist of people with female vocal anatomy; however, 

because the development of the male voice tends to be obvious and even traumatic, it is easy to overlook 

the drama of female vocal development.  The female voice experiences a significant shift during the ado-

lescent years, with the first of these phases occurring in middle school.  Whether middle school chorus is 

providing a first taste of singing, or singing has been practiced throughout childhood, the voice begins 

to change just as the singer is getting more interested and experienced.  This change can devastate even 

the most confident singer.  Armed with a bit of knowledge and a great choir director, female singers can 

navigate vocal development with power and positivity. 

 

In PART 1, we provide some details of these vocal changes and what they mean for the individual sing-

er, as well as resources for further reading.  Stay tuned for PART 2 of this series where we’ll provide 

tools for the choral classroom which support both the development of healthy vocal technique in each 

singer and, ultimately, a stronger choral program.  

 

There are a few FUNDAMENTAL ASSUMPTIONS based on research and practice from which the per-

spectives here are built: 

 

- The choir director is the primary voice instructor for most adolescent female singers. 

- Singing is learned and is for everyone.  Barring physical dysfunction, every person is capable of  

   learning basic singing competency. 

- The number one rule of singing instruction is “DO NO HARM.” 

- Choral singing and solo singing use the same voice. 

- Healthy vocal technique results in a more musical, versatile, and stronger choral sound. 

 

MIDDLE SCHOOL FEMALE VOICE ISSUES AND ANATOMICAL CAUSES 

 

Sound familiar?  Here is a list of common struggles experienced by middle school female voices: 

 

1. “I used to sing high” or “I used to sing low” 

2. “I am an alto—I don’t sing high”” 

3. “I just can’t sing THOSE notes!” 

4. Singer who formerly matched pitch suddenly struggles  

5. Quiet or breathy singing 

6. The worst: “I can’t sing anymore” 
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These struggles all have anatomical causes.  And, what’s more, they are each a normal part of develop-

ment. 

 

1. Physical changes require different technique to access upper range (Brunssen, p. 28-31).  This is 

one reason why developing singers often begin to think of themselves as altos; their lack of 

healthy technique disallows access to the upper range.  Temporary loss of range in the second 

phase of female vocal development causes unstable upper notes. 

 

2. First and second passaggi are now present.  A passagio is a point in the singing range where 

singing technique must engage a little differently in order to access the next notes.  Singers who 

are used to accessing all parts of their range effortlessly (via the child-voice) benefit from learn-

ing that a different “gear” is needed, much like putting a car in gear. 

 

3. Glottal chink causes breathiness.  The glottal chink is a slight opening in the vocal folds, which 

is the result of muscle development process.  It will eventually close in the last phase of vocal 

development.  Breathiness is a sign of healthy vocal development, and should be encouraged in 

the developing voice, not discouraged in favor of a clear tone.  The compensatory techniques 

used by developing voices to achieve a clear tone are straining, unsustainable into adulthood, 

and can be seriously damaging to the voice. 

 

4.   Non-uniform development of different pieces/parts of the larynx and associated muscles causes 

instability throughout the range.  Thicker vocal folds cause deepening of the lower range. 

 

Lynn Gackle’s work is essential to understanding the female adolescent vocal phases.  Here’s a brief 

overview from her book entitled Finding Ophelia’s Voice: 

 

 Phase 1:  Child voice (unchanged treble voice, age 8-11).*  

 

 Phase 2a: Pre-pubertal voice (age 11-13).  1st indication of voice change is huskiness/ 

               Unvocalized air/breath in the sound (this is normal!).  Sometimes loss of upper range and/or  

  lower range.* 

  

 Phase 2b:  Post-pubertal voice (age 12-15).  Voice drops a little.  Huskiness/breathiness more pro 

 nounced.  Register changes/passaggi are present, requiring vowel modification to access upper  

 register.  Difficulty in phonation.  Voice cracking and breathiness occurs frequently.  With 

 healthy technique, some vibrato may appear at the end of this phase in some singers but is easy 

 to create artificially when mimicking an adult sound (not desired). 

 

 Phase 3:  Young adult female voice (age 14-18).  Decreased breathiness, some vibrato possible. 

 Volume and resonance capabilities increase. 

 

                                                                                  (*NOTE: Nodules develop most often in Phases 1 and 2a.) 

 

ACHIEVING SINGERS AND DODGY TECHNIQUE 

 

Every choir has a mix of “achiever” and “lackadaisical” singers, and everything in between.  Unfortu-

nately for our “achievers,” they are the most likely to use compensatory habits which actually harm  
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technique that, at best, must be unlearned in later vocal study, or, at worst, causes lasting damage.  Even 

more unfortunate is the fact that some private voice teachers allow or even encourage such technique, in 

favor of a particular sound.  Here are a few things to look out for: 

 

- jaw tension or closed jaw position, jaw extending forward 

- chin pulling off center 

- chin pushing up to force chest voice into upper register 

- articulating with the jaw/jaw moving with pitch change 

- unbalanced body alignment, particularly tense or uneven shoulders  

- tight or forward sound  

- nasality  

- over darkening of sound/depressed tongue 

- belting for vocal fold closure—inability to use head voice  

- vibrato before age 16—beware of jaw movement, head shaking, or shaking larynx 

-singing only in chest voice/lower range 

 

Stay tuned for PART 2 of this series, where we’ll provide some practical suggestions for encouraging 

healthy vocal technique in your choral classroom.  Until then, devour these gems: 

 

RESOURCES FOR FURTHER READING: 

 

Finding Ophelia’s Voice, Lynn Gackle 

Working with Adolescent Voices, John Cooksey 

Cantabile: A Manual About Beautiful Singing, Katharin Rundus 

The Evolving Singing Voice: Changes Across the Lifespan, Karen Brunssen 

Teaching Kids to Sing, Kenneth Phillips 

The Structure of Singing, Richard Miller 

 

 

 
From former W.T. Woodson High School  
                               and current Vassar College student: Madi Donat 
 
 

Conducting Skills Breed Confidence: An Inside Scoop on the 

Inaugural Session of VA-ACDA’s NextDirection Workshop 
 

 

Choral conducting wasn’t something I found myself hugely interested in until about six 

months ago, so I was extremely excited for the opportunity to participate in VA-ACDA’s 

NextDirection workshop.  The event, which spanned four days and was hosted at Virginia 

Wesleyan University, had both high school and collegiate tracks.  These tracks were designed 

to either further students’ already-founded conducting prowess or teach new skills. 
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The high school sessions were taught by Dr. Shane Lynch, a conductor and composer from 

Washington and Lee University, and the collegiate sessions were taught by Dr. Lisa Billing-

ham from George Mason University.  I participated in the collegiate track, where Dr. Billing-

ham’s classes focused on integrating Laban movement analysis into conducting patterns, with 

particular emphasis on the four “effort movements” and eight “effort combinations.”  As I 

came with no official conducting experience and was surrounded by individuals who had par-

ticipated in the D.C. Al Fine program and/or were studying choral conducting in college al-

ready, I worried I was slightly “in over my head.”  However, Dr. Billingham was patient and 

encouraging throughout, pushing for even the least experienced students to get up onto the 

podium and try new things without fear of failure. 

 

Though Dr. Billingham did not have time to meet with all of us individually before we pre-

sented at our masterclass on Thursday, some of the teachers who also participated in the event 

were able to give us more one-on-one time.  Ms. McKenna Stenson from Prince William Coun-

ty helped me and two other collegiate students hone what we’d learned with more personal-

ized work.  While I was endlessly appreciative of what Dr. Billingham taught us, it was Ms. 

Stenson’s small-group session that ultimately gave me the confidence to conduct in front of a 

crowd for the first time. 

 

I also must sing the praises of CUA’s Dr. Timothy McDonnell, with whom I took my first ever 

private conducting lesson.  I walked in explaining that I felt like one of the least experienced 

collegiate students there, but Dr. McDonnell took this in stride and was one of the first people 

to get me comfortable with, and even good at, the traditional conducting pattern.  He, along 

with Dr. Billingham and Ms. Stenson, really helped to make me feel as though I was in a no-

judgment zone, giving me the courage to try things and inevitably make mistakes.  

 

I learned a lot of new things at NextDirection, but perhaps the most important was that it’s 

okay to realize you won’t be good at things right away.  Sometimes, it feels like everyone else 

is good except you.  But it turns out that if you feel this way, chances are others share those 

feelings.  It’s called the “imposter syndrome,” and it’s legitimate science!  So, it’s better to 

speak up and get help for you and for everyone else, too.  
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The people in this industry, no matter how many awards or titles are tacked onto their name, 

do these things and participate in these programs because they want to help us—new, inexpe-

rienced students—succeed.  They want us to be comfortable making mistakes, because they 

want us to be comfortable asking for help.  By the end of the week, I might not have been able 

to conduct the singers perfectly or get them do exactly what I wanted, but I at least knew that I 

had the tools to make my conducting better.  And, beyond that, I had the courage to fail in 

front of people who knew more than me.  Because, in the end, that’s one of the best ways you 

can improve. 

 

All in all, NextDirection was an amazing experience.  I feel so fortunate to have been a part of 

the inaugural session of this workshop—one which I am sure will grow immensely in the com-

ing years.  If you have students who you think would make great conductors in the future, 

even if they don’t have that much experience yet, I can’t stress enough how much of a skill and 

confidence boost this program was.  Here’s to many more years of NextDirection and to the 

young participants who, in Dr. Billingham’s words, are the future of choral music. 
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A note from Virginia Harmony editor, Matthew Russell: 

 
Dear choral colleagues,  

 

"We are more alike than we are unalike."  And, "it's our stories that ultimately save us."  Please 

consider writing an article related to a story about repertoire, resources, models of practice, or 

ideas that have worked for you and for your choral communities.  ALL VA-ACDA members 

are invited to write and to share with our membership so that we can connect, encourage both 

community & diversity, and build a stronger Virginia Harmony, together.  The November 

newsletter deadline is Friday, October 25, 2019 by COB.  Please email articles to me, Matthew 

Russell, at (mnr10707@gmail.com) copying the rest of the Virginia Harmony Editorial 

Team: Brandy Baxter (brandy.buckles@gmail.com), Amy Moir (alsmoir@gmail.com), Bonny 

Tynch (bonny.tynch@gmail.com), and Pamela McDermott (pmcdermott@vaacda.org). 

 

WE LOOK FORWARD TO HEARING FROM YOU!!! 

 
As you consider writing your article for the Virginia Harmony Newsletter, just a few pre-

editing suggestions… 

 

1.  Please keep your articles to between 500 and 700 words.  Remember less is always 

 more; "simple and direct" and the people will read. 

 

2.  Please send the text of your article via a Word.doc.  We can work with a PDF file, but a 

 Word.doc makes things so much easier to edit and format. 

 

3.  Please make sure that any images you wish to  include with your article are in JPG or 

 PNG format. 

 

4.  Most articles for publication are solicited by the Virginia Harmony editorial board.  

 However, ALL Virginia ACDA members are most welcome to submit items of inter

 est.  The President, President-Elect, Vice President, Communications Director, and 

 Newsletter Editor will review all submissions prior to acceptance for publication. 
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