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When we are training our ears as singers, we really mean we are training our aural imagination and awareness.  

1. WHO NEEDS LISTENING SKILLS?  TO DO WHAT?

• The Conductor/director – conceptual in preparation, diagnostic for rehearsal; responsive for performance;
• The Coach – diagnostic to identify learning needs;
• The Judge – conceptual to judge the style; diagnostic to judge performance;
• The Singer/s – conceptual to learn; responsive for performance.

2. TYPES OF LISTENING SKILLS

RESPONSIVE listening is about musical awareness, the perception of musical qualities in order to be able to respond 
musically during performance.  It deals best with musical elements not shown on sheet music such as tuning, vocal 
quality, vowel matching, balance and synchronization, and allows the singer to have these right without having 
to stop and talk about them.  Because responsive listening involves responding to musical problems with direct 
musical solutions (without the fi lter of language), it forms a key part of what is called musicality.  While it may be 
labeled “instinct” or “intuition,” it can be developed consciously and thus the use of knowledge and technique in 
singing moves to “auto-pilot” and the performer/s towards more sensitive/artistic delivery of a song’s message.

CONCEPTUAL listening relates what we hear to what we know about music in a theoretical or analytical sense.  It 
involves the ability to identify degrees of scale, intervals, chords and their progressions and rhythms using the terminology 
we use to talk about music, and develops our imaginative grasp of musical structures.  Conceptual listening is what music 
category judges do when they evaluate whether an arrangement performed in contest adheres to the rules of the Barbershop 
style, and what a music team does in choosing songs for competition; it is useful to the performer in learning the music.  
This is the type of listening that a traditional classical musical training would usually place at the heart of its aural training.

DIAGNOSTIC listening is about problem solving and is the key activity of the rehearsal and coaching process.  It relies 
on the fi rst two types of listening in that it involves awareness of both notable and non-notable musical elements, but it is 
primarily goal-oriented in that it aims to improve a specifi c performance of a song.  
It involves identifying problems and their potential solutions, recognizing elements 
that have worked well and need to be preserved.  It takes into account that success 
must be transferable to all performances, as must basic learning needs.

You may wish to identify what type of listening skills you have used in exercises 
in the past.  In the next issue, you will be given exercises for each listening skill.

Listening Skills For A Sense of Ensemble
(Acknowledgement to Liz Garnett) from the LABBS Web site
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An Interview with Dale Syverson

Since Master Director Dale 
Syverson became the Rich-Tone 
Chorus director in 1976, the chorus 
has grown from 18 members to over 
150 and has won four International 

Championships.

Q. To what do you attribute 
your consistency of success?

Persistence, imagination, 
shared leadership.

Q. How does your rehearsal 
schedule before competition 
compare to other times of the year?

It definitely steps up. We did a 
better job of preparing for Vegas 
than any other contest in the past. 
We definitely had more rehearsal, 
but we were determined to make 
our time together quality driven 
instead of quantity driven. We’re 
in the habit of being coached on 
a year-round basis even in non-
contest years, so the stepped-up 
coaching schedule in a competing 
year is just another chance to 
improve our craft. This contest year 
had fewer extra rehearsals than any 
contest prep in the past. We even 
rehearsed less on-site in Vegas ...
fewer and shorter (but more intense 
and productive) rehearsals.

Q. What’s the best advice you 
can give a director who will 
be directing for the first time 
on the International stage?

Do your best to turn your singers 
loose. One of the worst things 
a director can do is give singers 
a “grocery list” of things to 
remember to do on stage right 
before they take the stage. If 

they don’t know it then, a list of 
“remember to...” will guarantee 
a left-brained performance. 
The last thing I told RT before 
they went on stage in Vegas 
was, “The only way you could 
disappoint me is to be careful.”

Q. We know you also have a busy 
schedule of coaching, being on
committees, being a quartet 
member, along with your normal 
chorus duties. What do you do 
to keep from burning out?

The better I do at creating a 
member-driven leadership, the 
less likely I am to reach a point 
of burn out. This last contest 
was more rewarding than all the 
other International contests we’ve 
competed in because there were 
so many RTs involved in all levels 
of leadership. The move to add 
a co-director at this point is just 
a logical step in continuing that 
process. In addition, I love the 
coaching and teaching I do; it 
keeps me on my toes educationally. 
I also try to do things “outside” 
of BBS like theater and concerts 
to help me keep perspective 
and refresh my imagination.

Q. Once upon a time, you were 
a Novice Director. Did you 
have a mentor or “idol” whom 
you wanted to emulate? Did 
you set your goal early on to 
be an International Winner? 
Or did that evolve in time? 

My first “idol” was my first 
director, Ed Wilson. He had an 
extremely efficient conducting 
style...minimum movement for 
maximum effect. I think of Ed 
every time I start to feel like a 
bird about to take flight. I also 
have very strong memories of 
Mary LaMaster (former director 

of the Choral-Aires) who took me 
in hand at a Region 3 Director’s 
Kindergarten many years ago, 
before I became a front-line 
director. I specifically remember 
standing in front of my classmates 
that day with Mary standing behind 
me. She took my forearms in her 
hands and moved my arms for me. 
Since then, I’ve “tried on” many 
directors ... from Renee Craig 
to Jim Clancy. Through years of 
experimentation, I eventually found 
what was comfortable for me.

At my very first rehearsal as RT’s 
new director in February of 1976, 
I told them that we would:

place in the top five at regional 
the next year (we came in 
fifth and won small chorus);
place in the top three at the 
following regional contest 
(we came in second);
win the following regional (we 
came in third for the next three 
years ... all this time our scores 
kept getting better; definitely 
learned my lesson here about 
setting goals by placement 
instead of scores. Yikes. We 
did win the year after our 
third time in third place.)
some day be International 
Champions 

Q. Are there any other tidbits 
you would like to pass on to 
other directors aspiring to be 
an International Champ?

Never stop learning. Don’t miss 
even one educational event in 
your region or at the International 
level. Compare notes with other 
directors ... especially those 
who have been through the 
same experience. The members 
of this organization are great 
about sharing, at every level. 

•

•

•

•
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Of all the amazing body parts we 
possess, our vocal cords rank as two of 
the most intricate and multifunctional. 
They work to keep food out of our 
lungs, help us lift heavy weight and 
help us push down for important 
bodily functions. And especially for us 
humans, they vibrate to allow complex 
communication and at the highest level, 
the miracle of singing.

The term ‘vocal cords’ is actually a 
misnomer. These little body parts are 
more like flaps or lips, rather than 
cords like on a violin or harp. They sit 
horizontally in your voice box at the top 
of your windpipe and open and close 
constantly for breathing and swallowing. 
We have a left and a right vocal cord. 
Connected at the front and open at the 
back. To make sound, we close our 
cords and blow pressurized air up from 
our lungs. When this air hits the closed 
cords from underneath, the cords open 
and close really fast … they vibrate. That 
opening and closing hundreds of times 
a second makes a buzzy sound which is 
the beginning of your voice. If you take a 
finger and lightly touch the front of your 
neck, at your Adam’s Apple and simply 
hum or talk, you should feel the vibration 
of your vocal cords in action.

One of the most amazing things about the 
cords is their size. Singers often think of 

their vocal cords as 
being large, similar 
to the neck size. In 
fact, the diameter of 
the average human 
adult vocal cords is 
about the diameter 
of a dime. The 
higher the voice, 
the smaller the cord size. That means that 
women with high voices have vocal cords 
smaller than a dime. Baritones’ cords are 
closer in size to a nickel and basses are 
comparative to a quarter.

Let’s talk about the construction of these 
miniscule dynamos. Your vocal cords 
have basically three layers:  on the top, 
pink, wet, spongy mucous membrane, like 
you’ll find in the inside of your cheek. 
(Go ahead; check it out with your finger, 
no one’s watching.) The middle layer 
includes the vocal ligament, which is 
like a rubber band, and deep inside is the 
vocal muscle, which is like stiff rubber 
bands. Together these layers are little bio-
machines colliding together more than a 
million times each day allowing you to 
talk and sing.
Of particular interest is the vocal 
ligament, a strong band of tissue at the 
edges of the cords. It’s one of the many 
things we share with pigs and as you 
may have guessed, the ligament helps us 
squeal. Many other animals, like dogs, 

Master Directors take note!
Coming soon:

 Be on the lookout for the 
“Call for participation” 

in the 
International director mentor program

We need you to help make a difference!

have no vocal ligament and therefore 
can’t make high sounds. How does the 
ligament, a yellow cord-like elastic string, 
help us sing higher? It stretches, stiffens 
and can support high tension. That helps 
us sing higher than we could if we didn’t 
have a ligament and were just stretching 
the vocal cord muscle.

When we raise our pitch, several things 
happen:  we increase air pressure 
underneath the cords, then the muscle and 
ligament begin to stretch and lengthen 
similar to stretching rubber bands and the 
cords open and close faster. Voila, now 
you’re singing higher.

Fun-time:  I want you to experience how 
fast your little vocal cords open and close:  
play the note A below middle C and sing 
it. How many times a second do you think 
your cords are opening and closing? Two? 
Eight? The answer is 220. That means 
every time you sing A 220, your cords 
are vibrating (opening and closing) 220 
times a second. Much faster than the eyes 
can see. A veritable blur of activity. What 
if you sing A 440, the A above middle 
C? Did you guess 440 times a second? 
You’re right. And now sing or play two 
A’s above middle C. That’s A 880. Going 
up a bit more to the famous female 
high C, your cords are now vibrating an 
exhilarating 1047 times each second. 
Whether you play piano, flute, tuba or 
didgeridoo, when you play a specific 
note, you’re creating sound waves at the 
same rate. For singers, the rule of pitch is:  
the lower the note, the shorter the cords; 
the higher the pitch, the longer the cords.

How Vocal Cords Work
Reprinted with permission. By Lisa Popeil in Singer & Musician, Issue 42 Dec. 2006
Lisa Popeil’s Voiceworks® - www.popeil.com

continued on  page 4
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Now that you understand how pitch 
is created, let’s move on to loudness 
and softness. Stick your hands out in 
front of your body, palms facing each 
other but not touching. Now clap really 
lightly with only an inch of space 
between your palms. That’s similar to 
the action of the cords in soft singing. 
To simulate loud singing, increase the 
space between your hands so that now 
you’re clapping in a big way. Hopefully 
you can see for yourself how loud 
singing creates real collision between 
the vocal cords; they’re literally hitting 
each other. So if you’re singing loudly 
and the cords are colliding 300, 400 
times a second, no wonder your voice is 
getting tired.

So, if you sing high and loud for too 
long, your vocal cords will begin to 
swell. One moment you sound great, 
the next, you’re raspy and hoarse. Your 
high notes are gone and your throat 
hurts. Time to stop singing or talking. 
We only have so much time each day 
vibrating our cords before swelling 
begins. So — drink lots of water, reduce 
your voice use to a minimum and 
marvel at what these miracle organs do 
for us every day of our lives.

Front of neck

Left 
Vocal Cord

Right
Vocal Cord

Windpipe

OPEN VOCAL CORDS

continued from page 3

CALL FOR SUBMISSIONS

If you are reading this right now, you might be wondering if there 
could be more to this newsletter – more meat – more innovation 
– more new ideas – more, more, more!!!  I’m guilty – I am limited 
in my imagination and I NEED YOUR HELP!  Your submissions 
are so welcome and invited!

Please tell me:
what you like about the newsletter,
what you don’t like and would like changed (give me some 
ideas on that), 
what ah-ha moments you have had that might help others
what oh-no moments you have had that might help others
who has infl uenced you and how
new articles you have read that would inspire others too
you name it…if you think it’s interesting and related to 
directing or vocal production…we’ll run with it

SO – I hope to hear from you all very soon (you all is a southern 
colloquialism – ha ha – trying to get into the new locale – sung on 
a sol-do)!

Alice – alice@sweetadelineintl.org

•
•

•
•
•
•
•

Directors of Note

Advanced to Certifi ed Director

Diana C. Dahl, Idaho Falls Chorus, Region 24

Peggy DiSunno, Long Island Sound Chorus, Region 15

JacLyn Frazier Ewart, TuneTown Show Chorus, Region 23

Eileen Gioe, Merrimack Valley Chorus, Region 1

Kelli Kelly, Song of the Lakes Chorus, Region 2

Elizabeth Mende, First State Harmony Chorus, Region 19

Robyn Nayler, East City Sound Chorus, Region 34

Jennifer Pyefi nch, Hobart Harmony Chorus, Region 34

Jacque Reinig, High Country Chorus, Region 8

Lynette Winter, Christchurch City Chorus, Region 35


