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ABSTRACT 

SYNTHESIZING KODÁLY PEDAGOGY AND EL SISTEMA PHILOSOPHY IN A 
CHORAL SETTING: A PRACTICAL GUIDE TO CONNECTING CHILDREN’S 
CHORUSES WITH DISADVANTAGED YOUTH 

Michael Wu, DMA, Choral Conducting 

George Mason University, 2019 

Dissertation Director: Dr. Lisa A. Billingham, Professor 

 

In the past 50 years, American children’s choruses have flourished. Some were guided by 

four of the most influential conductors and leaders of the children’s choir movement—

Jean Ashworth Bartle, Helen Kemp, Henry Leck and Doreen Rao. Some choirs have also 

integrated Kodály pedagogy into teaching young singers more than the songs for specific 

programs. In the past several years, some ensembles have adapted El Sistema from its 

original structure focused on instrumental ensemble music to include children’s choirs. 

The intent of this document is to review and synthesize the best practices of current 

American children’s choruses in order to provide directors ways to reach more children, 

regardless of socio-economic status. 

 

This research has three parts. First: using the framework of El Sistema, Venezuela’s free 

nationwide classical music education program begun in 1975 by José Antonio Abreu 



x 
 

(died 2018), calls for using challenging repertoire and frequent rehearsals in 

neighborhoods where children live and at no cost to their families, evolving to have older 

students mentor younger ones to teach music and musicianship in an ensemble setting. 

Second: utilizing a teaching philosophy named after 20th-century Hungarian composer 

Zoltán Kodály, choirs connect with children by singing music they already know, 

exploring the folk music of their ancestry and geographic location, thus giving them the 

tools and interest to try more challenging music in different styles and languages. Third: 

maintain the artistic and vocal training ideals held by Bartle, Kemp (died 2015), Leck, 

and Rao. Their work intersects as they espouse using breath and posture to create 

beautiful singing tone in children that is unforced, that cares for a child’s voice and 

growth, and challenges children to musical artistry at the same levels expected from 

professionally trained musicians. 

 

Melding the best practices for a children’s choir experience provides countless young 

singers cross-cultural and historic immersion; more, it teaches them that their voice 

matters, whether through professional artistry or engaged citizenship. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Choral music educators interested in teaching underserved and often socially and 

economically challenged children in many of America’s largest cities have begun 

implementing programs inspired by El Sistema, Venezuela’s free nationwide classical 

music education program that aims to transform the lives of impoverished children.1 El 

Sistema, established in 1975, is “a social program of the Venezuelan state devoted to the 

pedagogical, occupational, and ethical salvation of children and young people, via the 

instruction and collective practice of music, [and] dedicated to the training, protection, 

and inclusion of the most vulnerable groups in the country.”2 While El Sistema was 

created, and continues today globally, to provide free instrumental music instruction to 

children in an ensemble setting, the qualities central to the El Sistema model include 

“working in underserved communities, intense focus, high expectations, and joyful 

learning.”3 

“In their essence, the orchestra and the choir are much more than artistic 

structures,” said José Antonio Abreu (1939-2018), the founder of the El Sistema 

                                                 
 

1 Kelsey Menehan, “El Sistema for Choruses,” in The Voice (Washington, D.C.: Chorus America, 
Winter 2015/16), Vol. 39, No. 2, 18-26. 

2 Geoffrey Baker, El Sistema: Orchestrating Venezuela’s Youth (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2014), 2-3. 

3 Menehan, 20. 
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movement in music education, during his TED Prize talk in February 2009.4 “They are 

examples and schools of social life, because to sing and to play together means to 

intimately coexist toward perfection and excellence. (And) this is why music is 

immensely important in the awakening of sensibility and in the forging of values.”5 

Abreu’s assertion matches current research in the field. Chorus America, a 

community of colleagues who care about choral music and the choral field, released the 

results of its 2019 Chorus Impact Study. They surveyed more than 5,700 choral singers—

more than 1,800 singers ages 62 and older—as well as 500 members of the general public 

and 600 members of the general public ages 62 and older for comparative data.6 They 

found:  

1. Choral singing is a significant part of American life, with more than 54 

million Americans—17 percent of the population—singing today. 

2. Adults who sing in choruses report significant personal benefits, including 

feeling less lonely and more connected to others. 

3. Choral singers are remarkably strong contributors to their communities—

contributing more volunteer hours and financial support for causes in which 

                                                 
 

4 Tricia Tunstall, Changing Lives : Gustavo Dudamel, El Sistema, and the Transformative Power 
of Music (New York: W.W. Norton & Co, 2012), 129: Tunstall explains that the prize is from the TED 
organization, “a nonprofit dedicated to the support of ‘ideas worth spreading,’ to one or more individuals 
with an original and compelling vision in the field of arts, science, business, or one of the ‘global issues 
facing the world.’” 

5 Tricia Tunstall, “An Idea Worth Spreading,” in Changing Lives: Gustavo Dudamel, El Sistema, 
and the Transformative Power of Music (New York and London: W. W. Norton & Company, 2012), 133.  

6 Chorus America, “New Study Highlights the Lifelong Benefits of Choral Singing: Chorus 
America’s 2019 Chorus Impact Study sheds new light on the impact choral singing has on individuals and 
communities—especially singers ages 65 and up.” The Voice (Washington, D.C.: Chorus America, 
Summer 2019), Vol. 42, No. 4. 22-24.  
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they believe; participating more in local and national elections, 90 percent 

participation as compared with 55 percent of the general public; being better 

collaborators, team players, and listeners, and being more open to and 

accepting of people who are different from them or hold different views. 

4. Older choral singers report both a better quality of life and better overall 

health than the general public.7 

Music educators also know that “in many parts of the world great numbers of 

music teachers are attempting to apply the pedagogical principles of the late Professor 

Zoltán Kodály in their own cultural environments.”8 The primary pedagogical principles 

of the Kodály method include the singing and playing of children’s singing games that 

are native to the region and students taught, along with critical examination and 

identification of musical elements in known materials as it informs learning new music 

containing those elements. These principles assist in the development of music literacy 

skills in students. This pedagogy also contains a possible bridge between the art music 

and choral excellence touted by the leading civic children’s choruses of the United States 

and the musical vernacular of the underserved children throughout the country. This 

method, which insists on using the “mother tongue” of the children it serves, would 

change what music it uses depending on what children it serves and where those children 

are. The Children’s Chorus of Maryland, founded by the late Betty Bertaux, The Virginia 

                                                 
 

7 Ibid., 23. 
8 Erzsébet Szönyi, “Foreword,” in The Kodály Method I: Comprehensive Music Education, Third 

Edition, Lois Choksy (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1999), xi. 
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Children’s Chorus, founded by current artistic director Carol Thomas Downing, and the 

West Texas Children’s Chorus, founded by current artistic director Susan Brumfield, are 

among many American children’s choirs utilizing the pedagogy.  

“The thing that separates Kodály music education in the choir room from the 

methods of many other choral music teachers is using music we already know to teach 

and enforce more music concepts,” Dr. Brumfield noted to her workshop participants.9 

This research aims to serve as a practical guide for choral conductors to 

implement Kodály inspired pedagogy within an El Sistema framework to connect with 

disadvantaged youth within their neighborhoods. It builds on the work of some of the 

most significant choral pedagogues among the children’s choirs of America: Jean 

Ashworth Bartle, Helen Kemp, Henry Leck, and Doreen Rao.10 Additionally, this guide 

aims to maintain the shared philosophies of Bartle, Kemp, Leck and Rao that “(1) 

children are capable of artistry, and (2) a beneficial choral experience takes place when a 

choir consistently strives to perform at the highest level of artistry.”11 

El Sistema, as Abreu conceived it and as it has been instituted globally, does not 

espouse a specific musical pedagogy.  It does, however, prioritize access and the removal 

of cost and transportation barriers. Its ensemble music-making serves to bring hope to 

                                                 
 

9 Susan Brumfield, “Kodály Pedagogy in the Choral Rehearsal,” presentation for the Virginia 
Organization of Kodály Educators, April 23, 2016, 9 a.m. to 1 p.m., Columbia Baptist Church, 103 West 
Columbia Street, Falls Church, VA 22406. 

10 The first interviews, observations, and synthesis of these four children’s choir leaders, and the 
justification for utilizing these four as leaders of the field, were the research of Heather W. Potter in her 
doctoral thesis, Perspectives on the American Children’s Choir: Comparing the Ideas of Jean Ashworth 
Bartle, Helen Kemp, Henry Leck, and Doreen Rao (DMA diss.: Greensboro, NC: University of North 
Carolina, 2005). University Microfilms International Order No. 3180086. 

11 Potter 2005, abstract. 
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communities where socio-economic conditions are dire. Kodály pedagogy has evolved 

from the music education for the preservation of a national culture Kodály himself 

advocated.  With its international reach, utilizing folk songs of many cultures so that 

children of any given community can see themselves and their heritage in the music in 

their training now empowers cultural sharing, specifically in an American context where 

diversity is the norm. The world-wide appeal and promulgation of Kodály pedagogy 

comes from its sequential music literacy instruction using time-tested music that children 

sing and play where they live, and the art music that derives from those melodies. Putting 

music education through ensemble learning in communities that do not have one, free to 

participants, with defined parameters to go from rote to note learning, makes the 

synthesis of El Sistema and Kodály pedagogy critical. And, because El Sistema 

and Kodály were intended for instrumental ensembles and classroom music experiences 

respectively, adding the teaching philosophies, vocal pedagogy, and expectations of 

artistic excellence influenced among American children's choirs by Bartle, Kemp, Leck 

and Rao makes this model specific to creating a choral music experience for children 

regardless of socio-economic conditions. 

Helen Kemp passed away in August 2015. Bartle and Leck have retired from 

active conducting of children’s choirs; Rao has retired from active leadership of 

children’s choruses, though she continues to teach choral music educators through her 

Choral Music Experience programs.12 Additionally, many founding artistic directors of 

                                                 
 

12 The Choral Music Experience is a resource for choral directors and choral music educators 
created by Doreen Rao that includes training courses in the U.S. and U.K. They also offer publications 
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major city children’s choirs, i.e., the Children’s Chorus of Washington and the Children’s 

Chorus of San Antonio, have recently retired.  Reconnecting those children’s choruses to 

the neediest children in the cities they serve with sound pedagogy, free access, and 

intense training in the neighborhoods where underserved children live can rejuvenate and 

transform both the children’s chorus and the community it serves. Ways to measure the 

success of this model might include: 

1. Seeing a major civic children’s chorus rejuvenated by increasing its role in 

shaping the lives of the most impoverished youth living in the region the 

chorus serves; 

2. Increasing and facilitating the interactions among children of myriad socio-

economic and racial backgrounds;  

3. Increasing visibility and presence of children’s chorus and city public school 

collaboration to bring musical opportunities to locations of greatest need, and  

4. Improving musical literacy among choir participants, which for the same 

population can also translate into lowered school dropout, higher grades and 

test scores, and opportunities for children to pursue higher education and work 

that can have a positive impact on what might currently be an impoverished 

socio-economic status. 

                                                 
 
about myriad aspects of choral pedagogy, and compositions and arrangements published by Boosey & 
Hawkes to encourage and recommend high-quality repertoire for a wide array of voicings, ages, and 
cultural backgrounds.  In September 2016, Dr. Sandra Snow was named the director of the Choral Music 
Experience, with Dr. Rao continuing in a lesser role.  Their website, 
http://www.choralmusicexperience.com, includes an overview of their program and leaders. 
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Literature Review 

El Sistema 

Writer, musician, and music educator Tricia Tunstall has emerged as a leading 

advocate for the importance of music education in children’s development, specifically as 

a consultant for El Sistema programs in the United States and internationally. Her 2012 

book, Changing Lives: Gustavo Dudamel, El Sistema, and the Transformative Power of 

Music,13 approaches El Sistema from the debut of its most famous prodigy, Gustavo 

Dudamel, as the artistic director for the Los Angeles Philharmonic as well as the El 

Sistema program, Youth Orchestra Los Angeles, in October 2009. Tunstall then journeys 

to Caracas, Venezuela, describing her first observations of El Sistema through some of its 

music learning centers or núcleos.14 Her description of El Sistema’s evolution starts with 

her interviews of its founder, Abreu.15 She keeps her focus on Dudamel with description 

of the Simón Bolívar Youth Orchestra of Venezuela as he conducted them at the 

Kennedy Center in Washington, D.C., in April 2009. Tunstall details the TED Talk16 

Prize Abreu won for El Sistema in the context of how that prize started an El Sistema 

leaders training program at the New England Conservatory of Music.  

Tunstall collaborated with Eric Booth in the 2016 book, Playing for Their Lives: 

the Global El Sistema Movement for Social Change through Music.17 Tunstall and Booth 

                                                 
 

13 Tunstall, Changing Lives (2012). 
14 Ibid., 27. 
15 Ibid., 52-55. 
16 Ibid., 129. 
17 Tricia Tunstall and Eric Booth, Playing for Their Lives: The Global El Sistema Movement for 

Social Change through Music (New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 2016). 
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define El Sistema and its Venezuelan origins along with its global spread. They continue 

giving detail about the key elements of the El Sistema learning environment, including 

radical inclusion, ensemble learning, peer learning, music as passion and expressivity, 

intensity in the learning process, high musical aspiration, and family and community 

involvement. More than Changing Lives, this book also looks at children’s choirs that 

have El Sistema inspired philosophies, including the Chicago Children’s Choir and the 

Young People’s Chorus of New York City. 18 The part that transfers to the choral setting 

includes having younger students mentored by older ones, setting high standards of 

learning and achievement as demonstrated by repertoire and public performances of the 

same, and creating an environment in which individual children contribute their best 

efforts and abilities to create something larger than themselves. 

In his book, El Sistema: Orchestrating Venezuela’s Youth,19 Geoffrey Baker 

offers a critical study of El Sistema based on a year of fieldwork in Venezuela and 

interviews with Venezuelan musicians and cultural figures. Baker details the El Sistema 

institution and its leaders, including Abreu and Dudamel. From his observations and 

analysis of the El Sistema orchestra in theory and practice, orchestra musicians and 

experts “reveal large classical ensembles to be permeated by social dysfunction, 

questionable ideologies, and pedagogical flaws.”20 This criticism notwithstanding, Baker 

found that “in going beyond El Sistema’s drawbacks to think about what might work 

                                                 
 

18 Ibid., 320.  
19 Geoffrey Baker, El Sistema: Orchestrating Venezuela’s Youth (New York: Oxford University 

Press, 2014).   
20 Ibid., 132. 
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better, but also what is working better, we can find valuable examples in Europe and 

North America.”21 

Kodály Methodology 

Dr. Susan Brumfield, during her April 23, 2016 workshop,22 discussed and 

demonstrated with a live elementary school choir how teaching new repertoire with 

Kodály pedagogy impacts rehearsal process, rehearsal planning, and long-term musical 

training for choristers.  She spoke about the contrast between conductors who teach 

music for a specific performance and choral music educators who also use that music to 

teach musical concepts.  Dr. Brumfield acknowledged that all choirs have moments 

during which an impending concert, competition or assessment must be the focus. 

However, revisiting known repertoire to extract new melodic or rhythmic elements, 

practicing learned melodic or rhythmic elements to read new repertoire containing those 

elements, and anchoring all musical instruction with authentic performance practice make 

Kodály pedagogy comprehensive and purposefully thorough in teaching more than 

selections of music for specific concerts or functions. 

Lois Choksy has written and researched extensively on the Kodály method as it 

began in Hungary and spread internationally. Her book, The Kodály Method I: 

Comprehensive Music Education, Third Edition,23 starts with a summary of the 

beginnings of the musical education method in Hungary and its international spread. She 

                                                 
 

21 Ibid., 317. 
22 Brumfield Workshop, 2016. 
23 Lois Choksy, The Kodály Method I: Comprehensive Music Education, Third Edition (Upper 

Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall 1999). 
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then describes the child-developmental sequence of Kodály method24 and its employment 

of movable-do solmization, the system Kodály first saw when he visited England and 

observed choral training there as “developed by Sarah Glover and later refined by John 

Curwen in the nineteenth century.”25 Kodály insisted that the materials used for teaching 

music to young children come only from three sources: authentic children’s games, 

nursery songs, and chants; authentic folk music, and good, composed music.26 Choksy 

then details a pedagogical sequence for teaching musical elements to North American 

students grouped by grade level, from pre-kindergarten to sixth-grade inclusive. She 

includes more than 200 American folk songs and children’s games, nursery songs, and 

chants, along with an index that includes analysis of the included music for teaching 

purposes. 

In Kodály Today: A Cognitive Approach to Elementary Music Education,27 

authors Mícheál Houlahan and Philip Tacka advance the work of Choksy, providing a 

practical approach to transforming curriculum goals into tangible, achievable musical 

objectives and effective lesson plans. Houlahan and Tacka define the construction of a 

teaching resource portfolio as one which includes a statement of teaching philosophy and 

reflexive practice; curriculum goals; repertoire and performance lists; critical thinking, 

problem solving, and music literacy goals; music improvisation and composition; 

                                                 
 

24 Ibid., 9-12. 
25 Ibid., 12. 
26 Ibid., 15. 
27 Mícheál Houlahan and Philip Tacka, Kodály Today: A Cognitive Approach to Elementary Music 

Education (New York: Oxford University Press 2008). 
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listening, and assessment.28 They provide a brief biography of Kodály before using 

Kodály’s own writings to review his philosophy of music education, from justifying 

music in the school curriculum to the importance of excellent artist-teachers, linking 

these ideas to the national content standards for music education as put forth by the 

National Association for Music Education in 1994.29 In their chapter, “Children as 

Stewards of Their Culture and Musical Heritage: Selecting Music Repertoire for the 

Classroom,” Houlahan and Tacka note that “Kodály believed that children should be 

taught folk music and that folk music should lead to the introduction of art music and 

composed music.”30 The chapter continues to summarize how to use the pedagogy by 

analyzing music for pitch set, rhythmic notation/gestures used, and sequencing how those 

elements are taught, all of which impacts repertoire.31 

Lois Choksy’s text, The Kodály Context: Creating an Environment for Musical 

Learning,32 also starts with a review of Kodály’s biography and method.33 Choksy goes 

on to present musical learning using the Kodály method for young children, ages 3-6, 

focusing on movement and dance in Kodály practice. In the second section, Choksy 

focuses on beginning Kodály instruction with older students in grades 4-6. This section 

includes a chapter focused on applying Kodály principles in a choral setting,34 part of 

                                                 
 

28 Ibid., 9. 
29 Ibid., 27-33. 
30 Ibid., 39. 
31 Ibid., 37-70. Houlahan and Tacka add the natural tendency for children to move and play, and in 

pp. 71-114, they integrate those tendencies into curricular goals, including song lists alphabetical by title 
and pedagogical objectives each selection helps children attain. 

32 Lois Choksy and Zoltán Kodály, The Kodály Context: Creating an Environment for Musical 
Learning. (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1981). 

33 Ibid., 3-11. 
34 Ibid., 98-143. 
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which derives from Choksy’s observations of Betty Bertaux and the Children’s Chorus of 

Maryland.  The level of musicianship and accurate sight-singing choristers in this 

program developed under Bertaux, and evident in my observations of the ensemble in 

2012, demonstrate the power of this pedagogy. Choksy writes about constructing 

curriculum, planning long-range and individual lesson plans, adapting Kodály practice 

specifically in American schools, and American folk music for teaching in the third and 

final section of this book.  

 

Bartle, Kemp, Leck and Rao 

Connecting Kodály pedagogy and an El Sistema model for working with 

disadvantaged youth through a civic children’s chorus needs to include the context of the 

history of children’s choruses in America. Heather Potter’s 2005 dissertation, 

Perspectives on the American Children’s Choir: Comparing the Ideas of Jean Ashworth 

Bartle, Helen Kemp, Henry Leck and Doreen Rao,35 includes a comprehensive survey of 

children’s choruses in the United States and Canada from colonial times to the end of the 

20th-century. Potter’s conclusions establish four of the most influential conductors for the 

children’s choir movement that started most recently in the mid-1970s and is continuing 

today.  The leaders she chose have a variety of books that teach other directors how to 

create bel canto tone, teach them musical skills in the choral setting, and create young 

artists within those ensembles. Each of the leaders she included have numerous 

                                                 
 

35 Potter 2005. 
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professional recordings of their children’s choirs, edit published music series for children 

to sing, and were alive and practicing their craft for Potter to be able to interview them 

and observe their work. One of her conclusions is the basis for integrating the teachings 

of these experts into this research. “Children’s choir conductors may cultivate their 

expertise in children’s choir work by filtering the ideas of Bartle, Kemp, Leck, and Rao 

through their own experiences.”36 

Henry Leck writes in his book and has maintained throughout his career that 

“Young people are not artists in waiting. But instead, with the correct environment and 

teaching expertise, young people can have great artistic merit.”37 Leck explains that he 

chose to teach young people to be great artists through choir because “Choral music can 

express emotional sensitivities and deep-seated thinking available through some of the 

greatest works written.”38 This text explores vocal techniques for young singers, 

including breath management, mental focus, muscle relaxation, pitch memory, and warm 

ups. Leck also reviews how a director prepares to lead a choir, from knowing the score, 

teaching in a context, and analyzing a score for teachable segments. He connects the 

choral setting with Kodály pedagogy, a sequence of identifying new melodic and 

rhythmic elements generalized as preparation, presentation and practice.39 Unique in his 

                                                 
 

36 Ibid., 129. 
37 Henry Leck, in Leck and Flossie Jordan, Creating Artistry through Choral Excellence. 

(Milwaukee, WI: Hal Leonard 2009.) p. 2. 
38 Ibid., p. 9. 
39 Ibid., 162. Sequencing musical concepts for teaching as preparation (or learning a song and 

game that contain the target element), presentation (isolating and identifying critical attributes of the target 
element before naming it with specific musical terms), and practice (reviewing that element and using it to 
explore new songs and games) is ubiquitous in Kodály pedagogy training. 
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approach, Leck also explores the use of Dalcroze eurhythmics, and he addresses how to 

work with changing boys’ voices. As the founder of the Indianapolis Children’s Chorus 

(ICC), he includes his personal experience and reflections, focusing on issues of 

organizational formation, governing documents, auditions, registration of members, 

enlisting and using volunteers, organizing and executing tours, and forming an 

association of parents to support the work of the organization.  

Jean Ashworth Bartle offers her perspectives and experience in Lifeline for 

Children’s Choir Directors.40 Similarly to Leck, Bartle explores conductor preparation 

for teaching a children’s choir, training children between ages 6 and older to sing. She 

starts with background on developing the child’s voice, from how they learn through 

imitation, to how conductors serve as role models; from the importance of selecting 

repertoire carefully to the use of the piano; from posture to vocal production. She 

includes her experience by age group with uncertain singers,41 diction, musicianship, and 

conducting. Bartle includes examples of music, programs, descriptions of primary school 

choirs (younger than grade 3), junior choirs (grades 4 to 6 inclusive), junior church 

choirs, and children’s community choirs. She concludes with an imperative that is part of 

the driving force behind this research: “it is important that all children who want to sing 

in a choir be given that opportunity.”42 

                                                 
 

40 Bartle, Jean Ashworth, Lifeline for Children’s Choir Directors (Toronto: Gordon V. Thompson 
Music, 1993). 

41 Ibid., 13-16. 
42 Ibid., 209. 
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Bartle chronicles her work founding and directing the Toronto Children’s Chorus 

in Sound Advice: Becoming a Better Children’s Choir Conductor.43 She starts with how 

to instruct six- and seven-year-old students, from the quality of the teacher’s singing 

voice and speaking voice, to teaching young children to find their singing voices and to 

learn to match pitch. She progresses to training eight- to fourteen-year-old children to 

sing, highlighting tone, effective breath support, diction, phrasing, intonation, and 

repertoire. Bartle believes strongly in developing music literacy among singers, in 

leading ensembles with discipline by establishing and implementing routines, and that 

directors must model and communicate information to choristers and families with a high 

degree of organization and clarity. She writes about her audition process as it can inform 

how readers would implement their own systems. In her chapter, “Things They Didn’t 

Teach You at Music School,”44 she discusses making school choirs a vital part of school 

life, how a civic children’s chorus director also needs to understand working with 

management and a nonprofit board, and how all conductors must attend to health, 

wellness, and personal grooming etiquette on the podium. Bartle also details the 

preparations for score, ear training, and rehearsal efficiency required when working with 

an orchestra, as well as how to prepare choristers for success singing a major work with 

an orchestra. 

                                                 
 

43 Jean Ashworth Bartle, Sound Advice: Becoming a Better Children’s Choir Conductor, 
Paperback (New York: Oxford University Press, 2012). 

44 Ibid., 86-96. 
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Leck and Bartle both founded the civic children’s choirs for which they served as 

artistic directors. In addition to providing teaching philosophies, instructions on vocal 

development in children of varied ages, and music literacy advocacy, Leck and Bartle 

include information specific to their experiences creating mission statements, getting 

support and funding, recruiting choristers, and some of the documents and legal filings 

that were part of how the Indianapolis Children’s Choir and Toronto Children’s Chorus 

were formed. Barbara Tagg’s Before the Singing: Structuring Children’s Choirs for 

Success,45 focuses on the essentials for many of the non-musical necessities involved in 

the creation and sustenance of a nonprofit children’s chorus.  She is addressing choral 

directors who believe they can increase their musical impact on their communities by 

starting a civic children’s choir. Tagg, who founded the Syracuse Children’s Chorus in 

1981 and directed the program for more than 30 years, relates comprehensive information 

about how a civic choir organizes its structure: governing board, finances, leadership 

transition, promotions, and fundraising. Choral artists also benefit from her experience 

and advice about concerts, building community, performing with professionals, and 

touring. While she also includes musical matters and suggested treble repertoire, Tagg 

discusses how her work came at the suggestion of Doreen Rao,46 and after the first formal 

meeting of the American Choral Directors Association (ACDA) National Committee on 

Children’s Choirs in New Orleans, which Rao chaired.47 

                                                 
 

45 Barbara M. Tagg, Before the Singing: Structuring Children’s Choirs for Success. (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2013.) 

46 Ibid., 2. 
47 Ibid. 
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Doreen Rao, through her Choral Music Experience seminars, teaches choral 

music educators and conductors how to improve their craft. Her week-long summer study 

programs in the United States and Ireland focus on having a live children’s chorus so that 

conductors can explore issues of teaching segments and artistic conducting with 

immediate feedback from the singing and reflections of children in the room. Rao 

reviews basic conducting gestures in group sessions with teachers, and she teaches a 

thorough score analysis and reading that starts with the text and continues to show 

musical form, phrases, dynamics, tempi, and where the melodic or main motivic material 

is.  

Rao’s book, Circle of Sound,48explores how singing begins with the breath, and 

she mixes experiences of Tai Chi and meditation to create a series of vocal warm-ups that 

ensure the onset of singing starts with a proper breath. She promotes a kinesthetic and 

holistic approach for singers to connect sound and breath according to four foundations: 

awareness, mindfulness, deep listening, and well-being. The book serves as a supplement 

to the hands-on training available through the Choral Music Experience seminars. 

Earlier in her career, Rao published a text, We Will Sing!,49 to encourage 

elementary music educators to focus on quality repertoire. Rao includes music from the 

classical canon.  She reviews teaching sequences, score analysis, and inspires children’s 

repertoire that has the potential to challenge choristers to artistic excellence. More, the 

                                                 
 

48 Doreen Rao with Bill Perison, Circle of Sound Voice Education: A Contemplative Approach to 
Singing Through Meditation, Movement and Vocalization. (New York: Boosey & Hawkes 2005). 

49 Doreen Rao, Lori-Anne Dolloff, and Sandra Prodan. We Will Sing! Choral Music Experience 
for Classroom Choirs. (New York: Boosey & Hawkes, 1993.) 
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text can be shared with children being taught to sing, as it includes worksheets and 

objectives written with the child audience in mind.  As Rao writes, “The opportunity for 

students to reflect on their actions, to decide on their musical interpretation, and to 

evaluate the quality of their performance distinguishes We Will Sing! as a uniquely 

contemporary and progressive textbook.”50 

Bartle, Leck, and Rao worked with civic children’s choirs starting in the late 

1970s and early 1980s. They all believed that children are capable of professional level 

artistry, and their choruses, recordings, presentations, publications, and commitment to 

broadening the available repertoire for children’s choirs helped form the children’s choir 

movement in America that continues to the present. The person who preceded them in 

training children of all ages to sing while creating articles, texts, and workshops and 

presentations to assist other musicians who would work with children was Helen Kemp. 

Rao, having served as the first chair of the ACDA National Committee on Children’s 

Choirs, wrote about the evolution of the children’s choir in the United States in the 

membership’s monthly, peer-reviewed publication, The Choral Journal, in 1989. “The 

late 1960s witnessed a notable increase in children’s choir activity in the church context 

due to the inspired leadership of Helen Kemp.”51 

Helen Kemp served as Assistant Professor at Westminster Choir College, 

Princeton, New Jersey, where she worked in the church music, education, and voice 

                                                 
 

50 Ibid., 3. 
51 Doreen Rao, “Children and Choral Music in ACDA: The Past and the Present, the Challenge 

and the Future,” The Choral Journal 34, no. 4 (1993): 5–14, https://www.jstor.org/stable/i23548952. 
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departments. She also worked with Choristers Guild, founded in 1953 in Los Angeles, 

California, for “the systematic development of Christian character in boys and girls 

through the medium of the church Children’s Choir.”52 Kemp was known for her mantra, 

“Body, mind, spirit, voice–it takes the whole person to sing and rejoice.”53 In the chapter 

she contributed to Children Sing His Praise,54 Kemp reviews positive vocal qualities, 

concepts involved in singing, vocal information and terminology, and vocal development 

in relation to ranges and goals, divided by specific and narrow age ranges of children. 

Kemp, unlike Bartle, Leck and Rao, worked with children’s choirs in a church music 

context.  She discusses developing singing skills, her concept about the whole person 

singing in philosophy and process, and she gives vocal suggestions for training a child’s 

voice. “Singing well does indeed require physical, mental, and spiritual involvement,” 

Kemp wrote.55 

Research Plan 

After an abstract and introductory chapter giving background and literature 

review, the second chapter provides an overview of El Sistema: history, global spread, 

and evolution of choruses within the El Sistema framework. Chapter Three summarizes 

Kodály pedagogy and its application in American children’s choir rehearsals. The 

                                                 
 

52 “ABOUT-History of Choristers Guild,” Choristersguild.org, 2019, 
https://www.choristersguild.org/4DCGI/cms/review.html?Action=CMS_Document&DocID=16&MenuKe
y=upper. 

53 Anton Armstrong, “Tribute Eulogy for Dr. Helen Julia Hubbert Kemp,” in The Chorister: 
Resources for Music Ministry, (Dallas, TX: Choristers Guild, Vol. 67, No. 4, December 2015/January 
2016), 14. 

54 Helen Kemp, “Chapter Five: Understanding and Developing the Child’s Voice,” in Donald 
Rotermund, ed. Children Sing His Praise. (St. Louis, MO: Concordia Publishing House, 1985), 66-86. 

55 Ibid., 75. 
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influences of Bartle, Kemp, Leck and Rao at the end of the 20th-Century, with special 

emphasis on their approaches to bel canto vocal production, dealing with changing boys’ 

and girls’ voices, and repertoire, follows as the fourth chapter. Chapter Five includes a 

summary from a symposium of American children’s choruses leading efforts to connect 

with socio-economically disadvantaged students within their communities, and the launch 

of that effort as a partnership between the Strathmore Children’s Chorus (SCC), North 

Bethesda, Maryland, and Montgomery County Public Schools (MCPS). 

Design and Method 

The starting point for this research begins with a summary of El Sistema 

philosophy and how it impacts models for structuring children’s choirs. As part of this 

research, a partnership between SCC and MCPS formed.  The model for serving students 

regardless of socio-economic status included an MCPS vision for generating enough 

interest in choral music education to compel participating schools to add choral music to 

their curricula.  

After detailing El Sistema philosophy and reporting interviews and observations 

of some of the leaders and choir programs within that model, I offer a brief overview of 

Kodály-philosophy pedagogy in the choral context. The Kodály pedagogy portion of this 

document starts with the work of Lois Choksy56, whose texts on Kodály pedagogy in the 

general music classroom were informed with her direct study in Hungary and her 

observations and interviews with Zoltán Kodály himself. Repertoire used in the 

                                                 
 

56 Choksy and Kodály, The Kodály Context (1981). 
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MCPS/SCC partnership is analyzed here as a sample for extracting musical elements by 

which to teach music literacy using Kodály pedagogy in the choral classroom.  

The substantive review of Kodály pedagogy and the El Sistema framework as 

applied to serving disadvantaged children through choral music training is the basis for 

this proposal merging the two systems with existing civic children’s choirs.  Engaging 

Bartle, Leck and Rao in this discussion ensures that the initiative maintains the high level 

of musicianship, repertoire, and achievement they created and helped teach others to do 

in our choral community. Keeping in mind that children are capable of high levels of 

artistic excellence, and gearing vocal training, rehearsal strategies, and performance 

opportunities to develop and demonstrate lofty artistic goals underlies not only what 

Bartle, Kemp, Leck, and Rao brought to the civic children’s chorus in the United States; 

it is what propels El Sistema and Kodály pedagogies as well.  

A summary from a 2018 symposium of American children’s choirs implementing 

school-choir partnerships is included in Chapter Five.57 Each of the programs discussed 

adopt a variant of El Sistema framework, being free to participating students, held in the 

neighborhoods of the children and families being served, and offering rigor and intensity 

through frequent performances, stretching the definition of performance as is the practice 

in the Venezuelan model.  Some of the programs include Kodály pedagogy to incorporate 

music education in the choral context. The most important component for all choral 

                                                 
 

57 Alysia Lee, from Alysia Lee, Julie Haydon, Paola Marquez, Pam Shortall, and Lauren Southard 
(June 22, 2018). “In-School Partnership Programs: Different Models for Success.” Alysia Lee (Chair). 
Symposium conducted at the 2018 National Conference for Chorus America, Chicago, IL. 
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outreach programs stressed in the symposium and borne out by this research is the need 

to customize the experience for every community being served. There is no one model by 

which all programs can succeed. However, with the principles outlined in this research, 

children’s choirs looking to expand their outreach and relevance to their communities can 

create meaningful, lasting partnerships that serve children regardless of their socio-

economic status. 

Limitations 

Bartle (2003), Leck (2009) and Tagg (2013) detail their experiences starting a 

children’s choir where none existed. Each contains significant details about the extra-

musical considerations they encountered, from framing their work to enough supportive 

community members to create an ensemble with a mission, to creating a governing board, 

forming a nonprofit organization, and growing their programs to include multiple choirs 

for multiple levels of child development and singing and musical training. Choir directors 

looking to start their own programs from scratch should use Bartle, Leck and Tagg for 

information related to infrastructure and support for a new ensemble. Through this 

research, I created a project by which to connect one existing children’s chorus to 

students in its community not served by that chorus or even choral music education. 

Because SCC is part of Strathmore Hall Foundation, a public-private partnership with an 

annual budget over $32M, I did not have to think about funding or fund-raising to launch 

this initiative; independent children’s choir organizations would have to align their 

missions to include such outreach in order to gain support from their governing boards in 

addition to writing grants and raising capital to handle the expenses of this kind of 
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endeavor. Bartle, Leck, and Tagg give details related to the administrative and logistical 

challenges of in-school partnerships to reach the children regardless of socio-economic 

challenges. My work with impoverished youth spurred school system and organizational 

support, empowering an established chorus to branch out with infrastructure in place, 

funding, and community trust to begin the work. 
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CHAPTER TWO: CREATING AN EL SISTEMA FRAMEWORK 

The idea is that (when) the families join with pride and joy in the activities 
of the orchestras and choirs their children belong to, the huge spiritual 
world that music produces in itself, which also lies within itself, ends up 
overcoming material poverty.58 

 
 José Antonio Abreu was a Venezuelan cultural administrator who founded the 

youth orchestra system known as “El Sistema” (The System). He earned degrees in 

economics, composition, and organ; he held various political and administrative positions 

in the Venezuelan government, including serving as a member of the Venezuelan 

parliament, and he worked for the Instituto Nacional de Cultura y Bellas Artes.59 

Something unprecedented is happening in some of the bleakest and least 
hopeful corners of the world. A steadily growing number of people are 
specializing in a new way to take on intractable social challenges: they are 
teaching children to play orchestral music and sing choral music together. 
The children don’t know they have joined a worldwide movement to 
combat the ravages of poverty; they only know that making music is hard 
and fun, and they and their friends are getting better at it.60  

 

Abreu started El Sistema in 1975 in Caracas, Venezuela, a government official 

and conservatory-trained musician who “found it unconscionable that jobs in the 

country’s few professional orchestras went almost exclusively to Europeans or North 

                                                 
 

58 Abreu TED Talk, February 2009. 
59 Carmen Helena Téllez, “Abreu, José Antonio,” Oxford Music Online, https://doi-

org.mutex.gmu.edu/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.article.46804, published January 2001. Accessed 
February 23, 2019. 

60 Tunstall Booth 2016, xiii.  
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Americans.”61 He was able to procure 50 music stands, space to rehearse in a downtown 

Caracas parking garage, and borrowed music parts.  

“When I arrived at the rehearsal, only 11 kids had showed up, and I said to 

myself: ‘Do I close the program or multiply these kids?’ I decided to face the challenge, 

and on that same night, I promised those 11 children I’d turn our orchestra into one of the 

leading orchestras in the world.”62 

 Today, El Sistema in Venezuela is government funded and reaches more than 

700,000 students in all 23 of its estados (states); global interest in addressing poverty 

through ensemble music education has brought El Sistema and El Sistema-inspired 

programs to every continent except Antarctica.63 More, the original El Sistema motto 

“has recently been amended to Tocar, Cantar y Luchar [To Play, To Sing, and to 

Struggle], in recognition of the seminal importance of singing in the youth development 

process.”64 

El Sistema “didn’t start with a carefully planned curriculum or organizational 

infrastructure; rather, they relied on the same intuitive drive that was propelling their 

success as an orchestra.”65 Establishing an El Sistema-inspired program does not require 

adherence to a specific pedagogy or method. Having an El Sistema framework for my 

project still allows me to use a Kodály philosophy curriculum. 
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“The structure of El Sistema is based on a new and flexible managing style 

adapted to the features of each community and region,” Abreu explained.66 “It’s a 

program of social rescue and deep cultural transformation designed to the whole 

Venezuelan society with absolutely no distinctions . . . emphasizing on the vulnerable and 

endangered social groups.”67 

The first distinguishing feature of El Sistema is that the goal is not the music. 

“The goal of El Sistema is not to foster the development of professional musicians, but to 

foster the growth of children toward being cooperative, productive, and joyful members 

of a community and a society. Music is the means through which this goal is 

accomplished, but it is not the ultimate end.”68 

“The music becomes a source for developing the dimensions of the human being, 

thus elevating the spirit and leading man to a full development of his personality,” Abreu 

explained.69 “So, the emotional and intellectual profits are huge: the acquisition of 

leadership, teaching and training principles; the sense of commitment, responsibility, 

generosity and dedication to others, and the individual contributions to achieve great 

collective goals. All this leads to the development of self-esteem and confidence.”70 

El Sistema, as created in Venezuela in 1975, offers a vision for how music 

education adopted on a national scale can have a positive impact on children of all socio-

                                                 
 

66 Abreu TED Talk, February 2009. 
67 Ibid. 
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economic backgrounds and provide them hope through hard work in an ensemble 

context. Abreu demonstrated deftness with the political system of Venezuelan 

government by making El Sistema a government-funded youth development project. As 

an arm of social welfare, it has “weathered the political changes of seven different 

governments.”71 El Sistema’s success in bringing hope to hundreds of thousands of 

children in impoverished communities through ensemble music education has brought 

international attention and adaptation of its ideals today to communities around the 

world. 

El Sistema also represents an ideal framework for this thesis: to bring choral 

music education to children in communities not supported by a chorus at present; to be 

free to those participants and in their neighborhoods, and to have flexibility to create 

curriculum and pedagogy tailored to the communities served by the choir formed. Choral 

music as compared with instrumental music instruction, offers even more portability in 

that programs do not need to find instruments for every student; student voices are the 

instruments. This model of social justice for youth through ensemble music education has 

potential to succeed beyond Venezuela.  

Montalbán, Abreu’s flagship núcleo in Caracas, orchestrates an overwhelming 

display of “musical skill of the students, the enthusiasm and attentiveness of the staff, and 

the organizational capacity of the school” for Venezuelan government officials and 

                                                 
 

71 Yana Genchova Stainova, “The Venezuelan government’s newest opponent is a state-funded 
orchestra.” The Conversation, https://theconversation.com/the-venezuelan-governments-newest-opponent-
is-a-state-funded-orchestra-79975, June 28, 2017, accessed 2/27/2019. 



28 
 
 

international visitors interested in the program.72 The American and international appeal 

of El Sistema also increased with the rise of El Sistema’s most famous student, Gustavo 

Dudamel. Dudamel, appointed music director for the Los Angeles Philharmonic in 2009, 

still conducts the top orchestra in Venezuela’s El Sistema program, the Orquesta 

Sinfónica Simón Bolívar; he brought to Los Angeles an El Sistema model for reaching 

youth regardless of socio-economic hardships.73 

Part of Abreu’s TED Talk in February 2009 was his receipt of a TED Prize, and 

in thanking TED for the award, he stated a wish that became the seed for spreading El 

Sistema to the United States specifically.  

Here is my TED Prize wish: I wish you would help create and document a 
special training program for at least 50 gifted musicians, passionate for 
their art and for social justice, and dedicated to developing El Sistema in 
the U.S. and in other countries.74 
 
“With TED’s help and support, the program was inaugurated the following fall 

[2010] at the New England Conservatory in Boston.”75 

By 2015, “handful of newly established children and youth choral programs in the 

United States…have been inspired by El Sistema.”76 

These choral programs share a common mission: creating social change in 
under-served communities through singing. They follow a series of El 
Sistema guiding principles, including breaking down barriers to access, 

                                                 
 

72 Baker 2014, 2. 
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program that the L.A. Phil has initiated with Dudamel’s guidance and support even before his official 
tenure here has begun.”  

74 Abreu TED Talk, February 2009. 
75 Tunstall 2012, 94. 
76 Menehan 2015, 20. 
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maintaining intensity, frequent community performances, encouraging 
high aspirations, and creating a participatory environment in which 
students and teaching artists lead and learn together.  
 
All of that is accomplished within what is called the núcleo–a haven of 
safety, fun, and friendship where students are encouraged to explore their 
potential.77 
 

With the North American and global spread of music education opportunities for 

underserved communities, Tunstall identifies six core principles that distinguish El 

Sistema-inspired programs from others.  They prioritize the development of young people 

and their communities over musical processes and accomplishment. They provide ready 

access to intensive musical instruction without auditions, transportation challenges, or 

cost as barriers to participation. They achieve learning in ensemble, because El Sistema-

inspired programs rely on the social development that comes from group learning. They 

move towards requiring a significant commitment of hours each week over multiple years 

to foster intensive, rigorous, consistent musical learning. They nurture peer-to-peer 

instruction, where more experienced students serve as mentors. Finally, they create a 

safe, positive, joyful, hardworking, and high-aspiring home base for all students.78 

This research and the project that it birthed are testament to the ideals of El 

Sistema: to reach children who for socio-economic reasons do not have access to choral 

music training. In thinking about being in the neighborhoods of children not served by a 

choir and offering that experience to them and their families at no cost, I focused on the 
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ready access and removal of financial, audition, or transportation barriers, which is 

characteristic of El Sistema-inspired music education. Additionally, the lack of 

regimented or enumerated curricula meant shaping the program to fit the children at hand 

with the resources available to do the teaching.  

For as much as there is positive press and enthusiasm for global adaptation of El 

Sistema, recent events in Venezuela might cause one to question the efficacy of its social 

development mission. As mentioned earlier, Abreu connected El Sistema with the 

Venezuelan government as a social project rather than cultural funding. This happened at 

a time of great prosperity in Venezuela, when the fact that the country has “the largest 

proven oil reserves in the world” empowered the country to connect its economy with its 

oil wealth.”79 By January 2019, six years after the death of Hugo Chavez and shortly 

after Chavez’s hand-picked successor, Nicolás Maduro, was sworn in for a second term 

of office “after an election that was widely denounced as fraudulent,”80 Venezuela’s 

economy has spiraled toward collapse, with the International Monetary Fund predicting 

the country’s inflation rate will reach 10 million percent in 2019, “becoming one of the 

worst cases of hyperinflation in modern history.”81  

While the political confrontation continues to play out, Venezuelans are 
struggling to cope with a humanitarian crisis unseen in the country’s 
modern history. In the once prosperous nation, people now find 
themselves unable to provide for their most basic needs. Hunger is 
widespread and children are dying of malnutrition. The country’s public 
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health care system has collapsed, and prolonged electricity outages are 
common. The crisis has also triggered a vast regional migration as 
Venezuelans flee the country’s dire conditions, straining the resources 
of neighboring nations.82 

Despite the political, social, and economic crises engulfing Venezuela, El Sistema 

and its star musicians have remained silent in ways that belie the objectives of engaged 

citizenship and hope the program claims to impart on its hundreds of thousands of 

participants. And, “recent studies by academics and researchers . . . point to a high drop-

out level and low poverty rate among the musicians, limited evidence of social 

transformation, and other systemic problems.”83  

This Venezuelan revolution is the music story thus far of the 21st century. 
But now Venezuela is in trouble. The price to save El Sistema may turn 
out to be too high, politically and morally. The answers are not clear, and 
the country’s two best-known classical musicians, pianist Gabriela 
Montero and (Gustavo) Dudamel, once friends, are, as is much of the 
country, painfully divided on what to do.84 
 
Tunstall acknowledged this reality as well. “Abreu and his colleagues have striven 

to handle this crisis as they have handled every other upheaval of the past four decades, 

by working with the government to sustain the Sistema program without publicly 

engaging at a political level.”85 She added: “Furthermore, the accelerating expansion of 
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El Sistema across the world guarantees that the legacy of El Sistema Venezuela is secure, 

as new leaders and practices emerge and illuminating research evolves.”86 

What Tunstall described as flexible and adaptive about El Sistema depending on 

where it occurs, Baker observed as demonstrations of El Sistema’s claims need greater 

scientific research to justify such a large government expense.  

El Sistema has caught the world’s imagination for two principal reasons: 
its unrivaled ability to put on a show, and its emphasis on rescuing 
disadvantaged children. Its success has depended on the generation and 
delivery of a highly appealing narrative, something hardly uncommon in 
the worlds of business and entertainment. Adding a dazzling spectacle to 
this heartwarming backstory, El Sistema has played the marketing and 
public relations game with great skill, resulting in innumerable 
endorsements from prestigious international organizations. Still, given the 
huge sums of money and attention being directed toward the project and 
the lack of evidence for its supposedly extraordinary transformative 
effects, it is legitimate–indeed urgent–to investigate the relationships 
between rhetoric, representation, and reality.87 
 

Baker’s work represents a critical analysis of El Sistema, drawing on a year of 

fieldwork in Venezuela and interviews with Venezuelan musicians and cultural figures. 

He found that the ideals of El Sistema and the realities of it as a very large government 

bureaucracy do not match. “My account draws on published critical analyses from 

Venezuela, but rests primarily on approximately a hundred interviews and many times 

that number of informal conversations with Venezuelan musicians, conductors, 

administrators, and cultural authorities, ranging from students to teachers to international 
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concert artists.”88 Baker also observed rehearsals, lessons, and administrative activities in 

multiple núcleos. 

Melissa Lesniak, executive director of the Greater Miami Youth Symphony, 

expressed similar doubts related to re-creating El Sistema in the United States.89 Lesniak 

questions the feasibility of creating a government-funded program in America of the 

scope of El Sistema in Venezuela, the time commitment acceptable in Venezuela 

compared with the time commitment American families would abide, and the amount of 

rote learning and repertoire repetition that are hallmarks of many Venezuelan núcleos. 

However, both Lesniak and Baker offer credit to Abreu and El Sistema, which helps 

explain some of the successes of El Sistema-inspired programs in the United States and 

around the world. 

The near impossibility of copying El Sistema does not necessarily 
condemn overseas projects to second-class status. They are built as much 
on El Sistema’s illusions as its realities, and may therefore end up (and 
may already be) improving on the original. For example, they are taking 
the idea of social action through music more seriously than in Venezuela 
itself. Many ideals and practices to which El Sistema pays lip service are 
seemingly being realized more fully in spinoff projects overseas.90 
 

In September 2017, I was appointed artistic director for SCC, a civic chorus 

founded in 2012 by MCPS music educator Christopher Guerra and sponsored as a 

subsidiary of the Education Department for Strathmore Hall Foundation. When I started, 
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SCC included three choral directors and two collaborative pianists leading five age-level 

ensembles with more than 160 choristers combined, ages 8 to 18 inclusive. This 

presented opportunity to create the neighborhood choral experience for parts of 

Montgomery County where students in Title I schools did not have access to choral 

music education. 

 The idea needed logistics and financial support from MCPS and Strathmore. In 

January 2018, I met with Katherine A. Murphy, MCPS Coordinator of General and 

Choral Music; the Education team at Strathmore, which included Lauren Campbell, 

Director of Education, Betty Scott, Director, Artist in Residence Program, and Oyin 

Ogungbemile, Education Manager; and Bloom by Strathmore representative Colin 

Brown.  Bloom by Strathmore exists “to ensure that all of our neighbors can benefit from 

the arts, no matter where they live or what barriers may exist in their lives.”91 

 In February 2016, Bloom by Strathmore started supporting an El Sistema-inspired 

string orchestra initiative, “East County Strings Initiative,” in partnership with Maryland 

Classic Youth Orchestras (MCYO). East County Strings Initiative has grown to serve 

more than 170 middle school students in 10 MCPS schools. With a mission statement 

closely related to one of El Sistema’s core principles, it appeared as a natural fit to add a 

choral music program for children to Strathmore’s portfolio of arts offerings.  

 Discussion about starting a choral component to the extant Bloom by Strathmore 

El Sistema-inspired initiative started with why some MCPS schools do not offer choruses 

                                                 
 

91 Taken from https://www.strathmore.org/bloom/about, accessed January 7, 2018. 
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at the elementary school level. MCPS does not require musical performing ensembles for 

grades K-5. This means that MCPS elementary school general music teachers, some of 

whom are itinerant and teach in multiple schools weekly, have no obligation to lead a 

school performing musical ensemble. Elementary school music teachers who choose to 

add band, strings, or chorus, do so using their planning period.  More, teachers of general 

music bring their own musical background, and some have not supported the 

development of a choral program when their musical training is instrumental. 

 The conversation shifted to middle schools. Murphy identified six MCPS middle 

schools not offering choral music courses for the 2018-2019 academic year. She 

suggested contacting those schools first to see which would host an after-school choral 

program. For a Strathmore after-school choral initiative to succeed in removing access 

and transportation barriers, our program should coordinate after-school rehearsals with 

each school’s activity bus schedules. She added that it would be a more positive 

collaboration for all parties if the goal of the work included advocacy for the participating 

school to move towards adding choral music to its academic day offerings, creating a 

choral music educator position at that institution. 

 The project of this thesis, supported by Strathmore, started as a mission to bring 

choral music education to underserved socio-economic communities where barriers to 

access include lack of school-provided choral music instruction, transportation to 

locations where civic organizations like SCC offered rehearsals, and financial resources 

among families in a Title I school. Through this meeting, and in working out details for 

Strathmore and MCPS, Bloom by Strathmore Sing Out! (Sing Out!) evolved to serve also 
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as advocacy for choral music education to become part of the public schools that host the 

program. As local adaptation of El Sistema is a large factor in how the original program 

spread in Venezuela, adaptation in this El Sistema-inspired program demonstrated the 

local adjustment to its mission in order to launch.  

 It took three months of calls and emails among those six schools to convince two 

MCPS middle school principals to allow the program to start: one was Argyle Middle 

School, Silver Spring; the other, Parkland Middle School, Rockville. And so, Sing Out! 

was born. Both Argyle and Parkland are Title I Schools where at least 40 percent of each 

school’s student base come from low-income families.  Both are magnet schools: Argyle 

focuses on digital design and development; Parkland on aerospace technology.  This new 

choir program required a full-time teacher already at each school to serve as a liaison 

between the school and the program. That liaison would attend all rehearsals, coordinate 

family communications and permissions between the school, the participating students 

and their families, and Sing Out!  

The two schools planned to run their Sing Out! programs concurrently for Fall 

2018. My intention was to be the choral director in each location leading each choir.  

That was not possible with simultaneous rehearsals, scheduled after school such that my 

work as a full-time teacher at Landon School, Bethesda, would also conflict at times. 

With those concerns in mind, Murphy and Strathmore agreed that MCPS high school 

choral music teachers should be the first candidates considered to lead each choir 

program. MCPS high school teachers generally end their academic day earlier than 

middle schools, so that high school teachers could be present at the times allotted for the 
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programs at Argyle and Parkland; more, MCPS teachers would have the experience 

working with children in the choral setting, in addition to already having background 

checks on file with the MCPS. Both parties agreed that I should oversee the program, and 

that I could connect it with SCC by integrating these Sing Out! participants into SCC’s 

December 2018 concert in addition to working to create performance opportunities at 

each school.  

 Strathmore assigned Brown to recruit MCPS teachers to staff Sing Out! at 

Parkland and Argyle middle schools. After several weeks with no expressions of interest, 

I contacted colleagues Ronald Frezzo, recently retired after teaching for more than 30 

years at Richard Montgomery High School, Rockville; and Dr. Janna Ryon, who taught 

choral music in neighboring Prince George’s County for more than 10 years before 

joining MCPS in fall of 2017. Both Frezzo and Ryon are friends and colleagues with 

whom I have had rapport over many years. I contacted them, and we discussed the details 

of this program. Both agreed to lead a Sing Out! program.  

 Neither Frezzo nor Ryon had previously utilized either El Sistema-inspired 

frameworks nor Kodály-philosophy choral music education. However, both educators 

developed choral programs that sang the most challenging levels of high school repertoire 

while receiving consistent superior ratings at county and state adjudicated festivals. 

Performing level VI repertoire from the state list, and demonstrating superior sight-

reading skills as part of those adjudicated festivals, Frezzo and Ryon represented the best 

MCPS choral music educators and ideal candidates for leading Sing Out!  As I discussed 
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this program and its connection to this research with both educators, they expressed 

openness and willingness to collaborate in this effort. 

 The program launched in September 2018 with Ryon, Frezzo, Ogungbemile, and 

me attending Back-to-School night fairs for extra-curricular activities at both schools, 

recruiting families to enroll their children in Sing Out! While Parkland had already 

identified a faculty liaison, Brooke Goldiner, for Sing Out! in that school, the Back-to-

School night fair caused Timothy Baldwin at Argyle to step up as liaison for that 

program. Both Goldiner and Baldwin are drama teachers in their respective schools. 

Goldiner coordinated Sing Out! at Parkland as separate in schedule from her after-school 

drama program; Baldwin integrated Sing Out! to be an aspect of his after-school drama 

offerings. Rehearsals started in late September for both choirs. 

 With only one semester completed, Parkland ended with nine participants, with 

some students starting the year, others coming during mid-October, and yet others 

dropping by early November. Argyle also had nine participants, a more consistent group 

of students for the semester. Both schools settled on twice-weekly rehearsals, one hour 

after school for each rehearsal. At both schools, students received a snack before the 

program could begin, which made the start time somewhat flexible around 3:15 p.m.; 

both schools had activity bus schedules that required rehearsals to stop by 4:15 p.m. for 

student transportation. 

It is too early to describe either program as fitting the El Sistema-inspired 

description.  Sing Out! was free and open to all students who wanted to participate, 

without audition. We held the program in two schools, Argyle and Parkland, so that 
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students who participated in each school had no transportation or access barriers. Further, 

we added transportation and dinner for Sing Out! participants to attend rehearsal and 

performance with SCC at the Music Center at Strathmore, North Bethesda, Maryland. 

We worked to foster a safe, positive, hard-working, high-aspiring home base for students. 

And, we focused on group learning exclusively. 

Where Sing Out! did not measure up to El Sistema-inspired core principles: 

1. One semester is not enough to determine the social impact on the students and 

their families. 

2. Peer-to-peer mentoring was minimal. While some students sang in elementary 

school, or played an instrument, many were adjusting to singing in bel canto 

style for the first time. 

3. Intensity represented in multiple hours weekly over the course of years has not 

yet occurred. There were weeks during the fall semester when we had to 

cancel rehearsals–MCPS professional days, Election Day, and Thanksgiving 

break. On one day in November–the day I had scheduled to present a lecture-

recital to demonstrate the program, one school cancelled after-school activity 

buses, such that only two students who lived within walking distance of the 

school attended. 

While both Argyle and Parkland Sing Out! programs culminated in singing with 

SCC at Music Center at Strathmore, coordinating transportation, meals during rehearsal, 

and free tickets for participant families, only Argyle’s Sing Out! program included a final 

performance for its own community; we were not able to schedule a performance at 
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Parkland. On a positive note, Argyle continued Sing Out! for the January 2019 semester, 

and we made adjustments to the program from the lessons learned last fall. Parkland 

committed to hire a choral music teacher to add chorus to its academic day curriculum for 

2019-2020, and it will continue Sing Out! in Fall 2019 as a bridge between its new choral 

music program and what we offered this year. Two Sing Out! participants from Argyle 

went on to audition for and earn places in SCC in January 2019. The audition included 

sight-reading melodic and rhythmic examples taken from the Maryland Junior All State 

template, and reading a portion of Haydn’s “Achieved is the Glorious Work” from The 

Creation. Advocacy for music in communities not currently served by a chorus does in 

fact generate participation in the civic chorus that would reach out to those families and 

their children. 

 The model for an El Sistema-inspired program as funded by Bloom by Strathmore 

for MCYO was a six-week program once annually at the middle school level, with daily 

after school practices culminating in a concert at a nearby MCPS high school. At those 

East County String Initiative concerts, MCYO instructors led the ensembles, with 

additional MCYO instrumental teachers playing alongside participating students. This 

Sing Out! program ran nine weeks, longer the East County String Initiative. The Sing 

Out! ensembles at Argyle and Parkland had learned the same repertoire. This enabled 

participating students from both schools to combine forces for confidence and strength of 

sound at the Music Center at Strathmore.  Since the hall seats more than 1,900 patrons, 

having 18 Sing Out! students perform together bolstered their confidence singing in that 
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space. Having Sing Out! students also combine with SCC ensembles provided a 

dimension of ensemble performance and success otherwise not possible.  

With the continuation of Sing Out! at both Argyle and Parkland scheduled for the 

2019-2020 academic year, we can tweak the program to conform more to El Sistema-

inspired principles.  Participants at each school who were in grades 6 and 7 this year 

could return to each program next year, serving as peer mentors for new students who 

join in the fall. Having returning students continue in the program would attest to the 

positive impact of the initial instruction, and it would enable further research into the 

effect Sing Out! participation has had on the lives of those students. Debriefings with 

each liaison that occurred in January 2019 will inform organization of information 

materials from Sing Out! to prospective participating families, in addition to rehearsal 

plans more closely linked with activity bus schedules at each school. Debriefings with 

each Sing Out! instructor with Strathmore’s Education team will shape how the program 

is administered and managed to support each teacher more effectively. While this 

program does not intend to repeat repertoire as is customary of El Sistema núcleos in 

Venezuela, using previously taught materials fits the scope of Kodály-philosophy 

pedagogy, such that instructors extract and identify musical elements from known 

materials, thereby challenging students to apply and practice those elements in new and 

different music. To increase the intensity of musical learning, each Sing Out! program 

would perform more in its own school setting; this also serves to communicate with its 

community and administrators the value of the work being done, with the aim to earn 

continued school support, parent buy-in, and participant confidence in group singing.  
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CHAPTER THREE: USING KODÁLY-PHILOSOPHY PEDAGOGY 

“When all schools become “singing” ones we shall have real education for 

everyone.”92 

Using Kodály-philosophy pedagogy to teach children to sing seems a natural fit, 

because Zoltán Kodály (1882-1967) believed in teaching children music from an early 

age using singing first. It is:  

• A philosophy of education and a concept of teaching 
• A comprehensive program to train basic musical skills and teach the reading and 

writing of music 
• An integration of many of the best ideas, techniques, and approaches to music 

education 
• An experience-based approach to teaching93 

 
The Kodály pedagogical context for teaching children’s choirs extends beyond 

using solmization syllables and Curwen hand signs. Going beyond a formal analysis of 

music leading to lesson planning for rehearsals, a Kodály-philosophy choral lesson plan 

provides “more specific details . . . spelled out in terms of musical skills.”94 

While a biography of Zoltán Kodály ensues here, the detail I present is limited to 

how the Kodály philosophy of music education came to be, how that philosophy 

translates into pedagogy for children’s choirs, and how I employ that pedagogy in this 

                                                 
 

92 Zoltán Kodály, Preface, 333 Reading Exercises. (England: Boosey & Hawkes, 1972) 
93 This explanation of the Kodály concept comes from the Organization of American Kodály 

Educators, https://www.oake.org/about-us/the-kodaly-concept/, accessed 02/15/2019. 
94 Brumfield Workshop, 2016. 
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project to bring choral music education to children not served by a chorus. László Eösze, 

Mícheál Houlahan and Philip Tacka have a comprehensive summary of Kodály’s life and 

complete musical works for Grove Music Online95; books by Percy M. Young96 and 

László Eösze97 detail Kodály’s life with input from Kodály directly. 

Zoltán Kodály grew up with music in his house.  His father, a Hungarian state 

railways station master, played the violin, while his mother played the piano and sang. He 

also enjoyed the “unspoilt folktunes sung by his classmates” in Galánta.98 He went on to 

receive a broad education at Eötvös College, study composition with Hans von Koessler 

(1853-1926) at the Liszt Ferenc Academy of Music, both in Budapest. He earned 

diplomas in composition (1904), teaching (1905), and a PhD (1906) for his thesis A 

Magyar népdal strófaszerkezete (“The stanzaic structure of Hungarian folksong”).99 

After gaining a PhD in philosophy and linguistics, Kodály went to Paris 
where he studied with Charles Widor and discovered the music of Claude 
Debussy. On his return to Budapest in 1907 he was appointed a professor 
at the prestigious Liszt Academy where he taught music theory and 
composition. Kodály was to teach there for most of his life and upon his 
retirement as a professor, he returned as the Director of the Academy in 
1945.100 

 

 Not satisfied with the aural abilities of his composition students101, and with the 

                                                 
 

95 László Eösze, Mícheál Houlahan and Philip Tacka, “Kodály, Zoltán,” Oxford Music Online, 
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96 Percy M. Young, Zoltán Kodály: A Hungarian Musician. (London: Ernest Benn Limited, 1964). 
97 László Eösze, Zoltán Kodály: His Life and Work. (Boston: Crescendo Publishing Company, 

1962). 
98 Eösze, Houlahan and Tacka, Oxford Music Online. 
99 Ibid. 
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZKvKPs64eDM&t=527s. Accessed 2/13/2019. 
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opportunity to travel to England in 1927 to conduct his Psalmus Hungaricus (1923), 

Kodály resolved to strengthen the music education of his native country, starting with the 

folk music of native Hungarians that he and his friend and colleague Béla Bartók had 

collected. 

It is an interesting fact–although it is not most by chance–that they will 
become the common treasure of teachers and children in a country whose 
musical culture has inspired me many times during my life. That country 
is Britain, where I had the opportunity to study the teaching of singing at 
schools in 1927 . . . I am now pleased to return to the English what I have 
learned from them and was able to adapt to our needs in Hungary.102 

 

Kodály’s trip to England gave him opportunity to observe music education in the 

British school system, where he saw the use of the moveable do system with hand signs 

as created by John Curwen (1816-1880) and Sarah Ann Glover (1785-1867).  “This 

motivated [Kodály] to create a revolution in music education in Hungary. He knew that 

to do that, he would have to start with the smallest of children. But before he could do 

that, he would have to start with the teachers of those children.”103 

While Kodály himself never created a specific pedagogical approach to music 

education, he evolved his thinking, writing, speaking, and advocacy on the topic. It 

includes: singing first; using the folk songs of his native Hungary–as global adaptation of 

his philosophy took hold, folk music native to the country’s children; movement and 

                                                 
 

 
102 Zoltán Kodály, writing on his debt to the English, in Making Music, No. 58 (Summer 1965), p. 

9.  Taken from Sr. Lorna Zemke, The Kodály Concept: Its History, Philosophy, and Development. 
(Champaign, Illinois: Mark Foster Music Company, 1974), p. 15. 
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moveable do, part-singing, and introduction to classical masterpieces from Western Art 

History. 

Kodály said that 1925 was the year in which his attention was directed 
toward the musical education of children. Beginning in 1927, Kodály’s 
former students started the Youth Choral Movement in Hungary . . . In 
1929 Kodály realized that music education must be methodical and that 
only music materials of the highest quality should be included in the 
curriculum. In addition, he came to realize that the only form of music 
education accessible for every child is based on singing. 104 
 

At the Liszt Ferenc Academy of Music, Kodály “first taught music theory, then 

went on to teach composition until his official retirement in 1942; after this, he lectured 

on ethnomusicology, and later taught solfège as well until the mid-1950s.”105 He and his 

former students published textbooks and folk song collections–collections that put in 

pedagogical order thousands of Hungarian folk melodies that Kodály had collected, and 

which became the basis for Corpus Musicae Popularis Hungaricae.106 

“The composition and publication of pedagogical works from this period . . . 

sprang from Kodály’s personal study of music and his desire to make it accessible to the 

entire country.107 

During the two decades leading up to the educational period of his life, 
Kodály was known internationally as a composer and conductor; in 
Hungary, however, he was recognized as a composer and a proponent of 
choral music. From 1941 on, he became the “savior” of music in Hungary; 
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this led to international acclaim by the end of his life and a legacy which 
has endured long after his death.108 
 
Kodály started his program in the 1940s, so that when this 1964 
conference of the International Society for Music Education [held in 
Budapest] witnessed music education in Hungary, there had been a couple 
of generations of children performing this work at very high levels, going 
all the way up through high school. Conference attendees were so amazed, 
and they wondered how that was achieved. This led to the early 1970s, 
when the Kodály Institute opened up in Hungary for teachers from around 
the world to learn the process, which in turn has brought the approach to a 
global audience.”109 
 

In Kodály’s own words: 

The past course of our music education has been identical with the whole 
of our public education and this latter we know–and have complained 
enough about it for decades without achieving any essential improvement–
to be of an alien spirit . . . In music we have tried to help . . . After two 
decades [Kodály wrote this in 1945] the official forum, the Educational 
Council, considered the time ripe to approve what had been achieved, and 
recognizing that pupils could learn the elements of music more easily from 
songs they liked to sing . . . edited by myself . . . When this has come 
about music education will have prepared a foundation on which to build 
further.”110 

 

 Mícheál Houlahan and Philip Tacka summarize Kodály’s philosophy of music 

education using quotes from Kodály and organizing his thoughts along these principles: 

(1) Justifying music in the school curriculum;  
(2) the importance of excellent artist-teachers; and  
(3) the multiple dimensions of musicianship . . . performance, stewardship 
of culture, critical thinking, creativity, and listening111 
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of Zoltán Kodály, ed., Ferenc Bónis. London: Boosey & Hawkes, 1974. P. 153. 
111 Houlahan and Tacka, 2008, 18 – 26. 



47 
 
 

 I aimed to apply this philosophy to underpin the pedagogy of creating a choral 

experience for the Sing Out! program. I selected music that represented America’s 

“mother tongue;” music composed for the age level in which the choral experience would 

begin (middle school), and music that would provide opportunity for these ensembles to 

collaborate with a larger civic chorus. 

 I did not think to pick popular music selections initially.  The spiritual “I Opened 

My Mouth to the Lord” and the American folksong “The Water is Wide” that I chose 

were not recognized as familiar music to the students in each Sing Out! school. However, 

those pieces helped me teach bel canto singing style and were entirely appropriate for 

head-voice singing that would conform with the vocal training given in SCC as well as 

the expectations of choral music education from MCPS. As I reflect back on the first 

SCC concert and feedback from Murphy after that performance, adding pop music to 

connect with students was and is possible. That pop music would have to serve the same 

purposes of good musical construction while being appropriate stylistically to sing by 

students using head voice. 

 Solfège is the best tool in the Kodály method “for developing the inner ear, and it 

is an invaluable aid in building all musical skills: sight singing, dictation, ear training, 

part hearing, hearing and singing harmony, perceiving form, and developing memory.”112 

Before employing solfège in the choral rehearsal setting, I had to select repertoire and 

analyze it for all its musical elements.  This meant that in addition to seeking folk music 
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or music native to most Americans, and in seeking some music that starts with melodic 

material limited to pentatonic scales, repertoire was analyzed for these features: rhythmic, 

melodic, formal, and polyphonic.  

Think musical elements, ask students content, (and) see how much more 
they know as rehearsals progress. 
Here is our process: 
First, analyze the piece. See what the rhythmic, melodic, harmonic, vocal, 
range, what is in the piece, style, performance practice–ear first . . . 
Kids are vocally flexible, so letting them sing things in the style in which 
they go is very important, otherwise you kill the song. And then they will 
hate the song. And then you will be sorry. 
Think about other skill areas, not just reading and singing: singing, 
playing, listening, aural development, inner hearing, conducting, 
composing, improvising, moving. These are all skill areas that children 
respond to and resonate with, especially if they are in those transitioning 
periods between elementary and middle school. But I say even beyond. 113 
 

Another significant unknown factor that affected repertoire decisions was the 

appeal of this program to middle school students experiencing voice change. Having 

music with a more limited vocal range, having music that had a limited-range part for 

emerging tenors or basses would provide opportunities for choristers in this program to 

sing with their authentic voice. Treble voice repertoire could be used if part-writing 

allowed for doubling at the octave for changing voices to join.  And, texts had to appeal 

to middle school students in a way that some pentatonic folk music of children would not.  

For this program, I started with this repertoire: 

1. The Water is Wide, arr. Stephen Paulus, SATB and Harp (piano), European 

American Music Corporation EA 808. Since Kodály believed that folk music, or the 
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“mother tongue,” serves as the best material from which to teach music literacy to 

children, I started with this well-known American folk song as a basis from which to 

teach good singing skills and extrapolate music literacy fundamentals. (Permission to 

reprint in this document for analysis and pedagogical demonstration purposes included in 

the Appendix III.) 

2. I Opened My Mouth to the Lord, traditional spiritual transcribed by Raymond 

Wise, SATB unaccompanied, self-published RASA 223-80. I also wanted to be mindful 

that teaching American children, and teaching children in Montgomery County, 

Maryland, meant teaching to families that represented diversity of race and background. 

Spirituals are another part of the “mother tongue” of American music. (Permission to 

reprint in this document for analysis and pedagogical demonstration purposes included in 

the Appendix V.) 

3. Be Like the Bird, a round in five parts by Abbie Betinis, self-published AB-

062-C9. Strathmore Children’s Chorus presented a concert December 2018 focused on 

the music of women composers, and this canon was a way for Sing Out! to learn a unison 

melody that became the basis of singing in parts as well as in joining the other choristers 

in the program for the collaborative aspect, and for the experience of contributing to a 

larger ensemble. 

4. She Sings, three-part mixed arrangement by Amy Feldman Bernon, Heritage 

Music Press 15/1362H. Kodály and composers working within his pedagogical 

philosophy have written many pieces of music for developing young voices. As Kodály 

wrote: “Nobody is too great to write for the little ones; indeed, he must do his best to be 
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great enough for them.”114 (Permission to reprint in this document for analysis and 

pedagogical demonstration purposes included in the Appendix VI.) 

Employing Kodály pedagogy in the choral setting requires analyzing repertoire 

used for all musical elements.  From rhythmic to melodic features, pitches used in scale 

order and identified in relative solfège, to formal structure and use of polyphony, teachers 

need to know what they expect from students new to reading music at any given moment.  

Teaching by rote so that students have songs in their voices and their bodies gets the 

learning process started; songs students know by heart have phrases or segments that 

become music literacy moments.  Once teachers have identified a note, a rhythm, or a 

pitch sequence, they can provide opportunities for students to practice that information in 

another musical selection.  That is the basis by which teachers in the method share music 

reading concepts and practice them. 

The music analysis that follows lists details in each piece that represent building 

blocks for music elements: rhythmic, melodic, formal, and polyphonic. Analyzing music 

for its rhythmic features includes time signature, meter, whether the phrases are anacrusic 

(opening phrase, or internal anacrusis for phrases within the work), and the notes and 

rests used. Parsing the melodic features of a choral work includes identifying the tone set, 

key signature, scale or mode, tonality, range, and melodic intervals.  In this context, tone 

set is the collection of pitches, expressed with solfège abbreviations, arranged in 

ascending order, with the final note indicated. Identifying formal features includes 
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analyzing the rhythmic and melodic forms used in a piece of music. Repeated rhythmic 

patterns or melodic turns present opportunity for teaching literacy from a known piece to 

practicing it in a different selection. For students learning this level of music literacy, 

compositional forms that are generally simpler, like AABA or ABA, work best.   

Music used according to the Kodály philosophy needs polyphony.  “The 

beginner’s first steps in the endless realm of notes should be supported not by any 

instrument of tempered tuning and dissimilar tone-colour, but by another voice . . . In 

fact, those who always sing in unison never learn to sing in correct pitch.”115 

 Polyphonic features analyzed include: call and response, split melody among 

myriad voices, elision, drone, ostinato, motives, augmentation, diminution, melodic 

sequence, counterpoint, and imitation, including canon and real or tonal imitation. 

“I write all of this on the score, so that I put it away after one year, pull it out 

(another year) and don’t have to start over again.”116 

 
(Note: sol-fa abbreviated to first initial unless raised or lowered. Comma after initial 

indicates lower than do tonal center; apostrophe after initial indicates octave higher than 

do tonal center.) 

Analysis: The Water is Wide 

1. Rhythmic features 

a. 4/4 Time signature 

                                                 
 

115 Zoltán Kodály, Let Us Sing Correctly. (New York: Boosey & Hawkes, 1952), p. 2 
116 Brumfield Workshop, 2016. 
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b. Simple quadruple meter 

c. Anacrusic, with internal anacrusis 

d. Quarter note, half note, two eighth notes, whole note, four sixteenth notes, 

dotted quarter followed by eighth note, two sixteenth notes, two sixteenth 

notes with one eighth note, eighth note with two sixteenth notes, tied 

whole notes, half note tied to eighth note followed by eighth note, quarter 

rest, half rest, whole rest, eighth rest 

2. Melodic features 

a. Tone set, melody (SATB): C-D-E-F-G-A-Bb-C (s,-l,-t,-d-r-m-f-s) 

b. Tone set, soprano descant, page 3: F4-G4-A4-Bb4-C5-D5-E5-F5 (d-r-m-f-

s-l-t-d’) 

c. Tone set, alto harmony to descant, page 3: C4-D4-E4-F4-G4-A4-Bb4-C5 

(s,-l,-t,-d-r-m-f-s) 

d. Key signature: F Major, one flat, Bb 

e. Scale: F Major, mostly without ^7 

f. Range, tenors and basses: one octave, C3 to C4 

g. Range, altos: one octave, C4 to C5 

h. Range, sopranos: P11, C4 to F5 

i. F (d) tonal center and final 

j. Melodic intervals, melody: C to F or s,-d (P4); F to D or d-l, (m3); F-G-A-

Bb-C or d-r-m-f-s (step wise motion, major pentatone), ascending and 

descending; F to A or d-m (M3); F-E-F or d-t,-d (m2); Bb-G or f-r (m3) 
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k. Melodic intervals, soprano: F5 to G4 or d’-r (m7); G4 to C5 or r-s (P4); 

C5 to F5 or s-d’ (P4); C5 to D5 or s-l (M2); C5 to E5 or s-t (M3); C5 to 

A4 or s-m (m3); A4 to F4 or m-d (M3) 

l. Melodic intervals, alto: C5 to D4 or s-l, (m7); D4 to F4 or l,-d (m3); G4 to 

C5 or r-s (P4); C5 to A4 or s-m (m3); A4 to F4 or m-d (M3); F4 to Bb4 or 

d-f (P4); E4 to C4 or t-s (M3) 

3. Formal features 

a. Whole work is structure AA’BA’’ with harp accompaniment through-

composed, and B represents the third verse during which sopranos and 

altos have harmonized alternate melodic/harmonic material.  

b. Phrases of the folk melody are abcd, as all four phrases are slightly 

different from each other. The four phrases are two measures each, and at 

times, each of those two-measure phrases has an eighth rest in the music 

for a possible one measure and one measure combination. 

c. Additionally, the harp accompaniment adds accidentals and clusters not in 

the folk melody in the voices or the alternate musical material in the 

voices, adding color and diffusing without eliminating functional tonal 

harmony throughout. 

4. Polyphonic features 

a. The well-known folk song is sung mostly in unison by voices with harp 

accompaniment supporting harmonically, without doubling the melody. 
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b. In verse 3, page 3, Stephen Paulus adds a counter melody for sopranos and 

altos, keeping tenors and basses on the melody.  The counter melody is 

rhythmically different from the melody, but the soprano and alto parts are 

homophonic with each other, despite one moment when altos have four 

sixteenth notes while sopranos sing a quarter note (measure 16, beat 4). 

The counter melody demonstrates motivic writing, with a rising P4 in each 

of the two phrases to connect them thematically. 

Analysis: I Opened My Mouth to the Lord 
 

1. Rhythmic features 

a. 4/4 Time signature 

b. Simple quadruple meter 

c. Anacrusic, with internal anacrusis 

d. Quarter note, single eighth note, paired eighth notes, half note, 

syncopation (eighth-quarter-eighth), dotted half note, whole note, ties (tied 

eighths, tied quarter to eighth, tied dotted quarter to dotted quarter, tied 

half to quarter, tied quarter to dotted quarter), dotted eighth and sixteenth, 

eighth and two sixteenths, dotted quarter rest, half rest, eighth rest, whole 

rest 

2. Melodic features 

a. Tone set, soprano: F4-G4-Ab4-Bb4-C5, minor pentatone or l,-t,-d-r-m 

with F4 (l,) final and tonal center. Melody is exclusively in the soprano 

part, and the first eight-measure iteration is a complete statement of that 
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melody. The entire work uses only the musical material in the first eight 

measures.  

b. Tone set, alto: C4-F4-G4-Ab4 or m,-l,-t,-d 

c. Tone set, tenor: Ab3-Bb3-C4-D natural 4- Eb4 or d-r-m-fi-s 

d. Tone set, bass: C3-Db3-Eb3-F3 or m-f-s-l 

e. Key signature: F minor, four flats: Bb-Eb-Ab-Db 

f. Scale: F minor, with tenor eluding to either dorian mode or melodic minor, 

though on the latter never using raised ^7.  Bass consistent use of Db 

indicates F minor, the D natural in the tenor or raised ^6 borrowed from 

melodic minor and adding color. 

g. The piece is eight measures of homophonic writing, all anacrusic. The first 

four measures are one phrase given no rests and no punctuation in the text. 

The next four measures have rests after one measure, one measure, and 

ends after the last two measures.  The first two measures are repeated 

gestures, and the third and fourth measures extends that gesture 

melodically to incorporate more text. 

h. Intervals, soprano: F4 to Ab4 or l,-d (m3), ascending and descending; 

Ab4-Bb4-C5 or d-r-m all step-wise, ascending or descending. 

i. Intervals, alto: C4 to F4 or m,-l, (P4), ascending and descending; F4-G4-

Ab4 or l,-t,-d all step-wise, ascending and descending. 

j. Intervals, tenor: Ab3 to C4 or d-m (M3), ascending and descending; C4-

D4-Eb4 or m-fi-s all step-wise, ascending and descending. 
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k. Intervals, bass: F3 to C3 or l,-m, (P4), ascending and descending; F3-Eb3-

Db-3-C3 or l,-s,-f,-m, all step-wise, only descending.   

3. Formal features 

a. While theme and variations, the piece opens with each voice entering 

separately, in the style of cumulative ostinato that is part of the spiritual-

gospel tradition. The first eight measures end up being a homophonic 

statement of the material. Measures 10 to 28 are staggered entrances of the 

material, voices entering two beats apart, singing the material twice 

through, upper voices holding cadence note until all voices have 

completed two full iterations. The third section, measures 29 to 36, is a 

reprise of the homophonic statement of the material. The fourth and final 

section, measures 37 to the end, start as the material without text (neutral 

do syllable) in homophonic texture, and repeats. On the second iteration, 

the second ending (mm. 46 – 47) restore text and make ostinato out of the 

one-measure sequential material that is the second half of the material; 

after three iterations of just that measure, a fermata and then a ritardando 

on the closing two measures ends the piece. 

b. Material can be divided into four measures, two measures (motivic repeat 

with changing text), and two measures (extension of the two measures 

with concluding text). 

4. Polyphonic features 
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a. Cumulative ostinato:  voices instructed to start one at a time and repeat 

until all voices have entered 

b. Polyphony: created when parts enter staggered by two beats 

Analysis: Be Like the Bird 
 

1. Rhythmic features 

a. Common Time indicated (4/4 implied) 

b. Simple quadruple meter 

c. Non-anacrusic; internal anacrusis for the final phrase that starts at the 

pick-up to measure 6 

d. Quarter note, dotted half note, syncopation (eighth-quarter-eighth), dotted 

quarter followed by eighth note, quarter rest 

2. Melodic features 

a. Tone set: Bb3-C4-Db4-Eb4-F4-Gb4-Ab4-A4-Bb-4-C5-Db5, Bb tonal 

center and final. Tones duplicated at the octave for students with changed 

voices. 

b. Key signature: Bb melodic minor, with the presence of Ab and A natural 

(b^7 and raised ^7) 

c. Scale: Minor tonality 

d. Range: m10, Bb3 to Db5 (doubled an octave lower by changed voices) 

e. Intervals: Bb-C-Db or l,-t,-d all stepwise, ascending and descending; Db to 

C or d-t (M7), ascending only; C to Bb or t-l (M2), ascending and 

descending; Bb to F or l-m (P4), ascending and descending; Bb-A or l-si 
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(m2), ascending and descending; F to Db or m-d’ (m6), ascending and 

descending; F to C or m-t (P5), ascending and descending; descending 

minor scale (natural, melodic) in step-wise motion ends the piece. 

3. Formal features 

a. First phrase, despite quarter rest in second measure, four measures; second 

idea, two measures (six beats, then one beat rest); third idea, four 

measures (and is the internal anacrusis), with the first two iterations of 

“and sings” being melodic sequence with decreasing interval, and the final 

“and sings” adding the text that closes the textual statement, melodically 

sequential in starting with a smaller leap, and extension because of the 

minor scale descent to cadence. 

b. Because the work is a round in five parts, there is statement and repetition, 

with variation happening by increasing imitation (literal). 

4. Polyphony 

a. Round, literal imitation every two measures 

b. The composer provided suggestions for the round to create both variety 

and a sense of closure with unison singing at the end, which the Sing Out! 

students combined with SCC accomplished. When singing at each 

individual school, students sang in unison for the first iteration and in two- 

or three-part round twice more, holding their final note to cut off together. 

Analysis: She Sings 

1. Rhythmic features 
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a. 4/4 Time signature, with one instance of 2/4 for one measure, measure 38 

b. Simple quadruple meter 

c. Non-anacrusic, but replete with internal anacrusis 

d. Quarter note, two eighth notes, syncopation (eighth-quarter-eighth), half 

note, dotted half note, whole note, ties (eighth to quarter, eighth to half, 

whole to quarter), quarter rest, half rest, whole rest 

2. Melodic features 

a. Tone set, Part I: C4 to F5 or d-r-m-f-s-l-t-d’-r’-m’-f’, diatonic natural 

minor, A4 tonal center and final 

b. Tone set, Part II: A3, C4 to C4 or l,-d-r-m-f-s-l-t-d’, A tonal center and 

final 

c. Tone set, Part III: G3 to D4 or s,-l,-t,-d-r, A tonal center and final 

d. Key signature: C Major opening phrase, but A natural minor, no 

accidentals throughout 

e. Verse centers around C Major with C starting and C final note one octave 

apart at the beginning. Refrain starts with A minor chord and cadences on 

a G major chord in second inversion (with an A in Part I for dissonance 

and ambiguity). Bridge oscillates between F Major and G Major, 

cadencing with a similar G major in second inversion with added A in Part 

I (picked up in the piano). Final verse cadences A minor. 
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f. Part I and II: A to C or l-d (M6), ascending and descending; E to G or m-s 

(m3); D to C or r-d’ (m7); G to D or s-r (P4); G to C or s-d’ (P4); E to C or 

m-d’ (m6); C to F or d-f (P4) 

g. Part III: G to D or s,-r (P5) ascending; D to A or r-l, (P4) descending; D to 

B or r-t, (m3) descending; C to A or d-l, (m3) 

3. Formal features 

a. Verse has similar rhythmic material for two phrases, four measures each; 

refrain has similar rhythmic material for three phrases, two measures each; 

bridge is cumulative ostinato, mainly homophonic as each voice enters 

b. Through-composed strophic with refrain and bridge; melody in Part I for 

verse, in Part II for refrain 

c. Verse is A section (4+4, aa’). Refrain is B Section (2+2+2, bb’b). Verse 

and refrain repeat to capture two verses of text. Bridge is C Section, 

constructed ostinato, each idea two measures long, Part III with three 

iterations, Part II with two, and Part I with one. Recapitulation of the verse 

is A’ (4+7, aa’’), where the second iteration of a is extended as cadence by 

three measures, and its second difference is A final. 

4. Polyphonic features 

a. Verse is unison with doubling in accompaniment 

b. Refrain shows counterpoint, Part II against Part III, with Part I a descant 

above 
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c. Bridge has parallel motion, Part II and Part III, with one instance of 

counterpoint, Part I and Part II, measure 26 

d. Final verse, measures 32 to end, shows some counterpoint, Parts I and II 

unison against Part III 

In selecting an American folk song, a spiritual, a canon, and music composed 

specifically for middle school students, I used materials with Sing Out! that provided a 

bridge for participants who might never have sung before. Despite the lack of familiarity 

students might have had initially with these pieces, they proved to be accessible to the 

students. These repertoire choices represented Kodály philosophy in their American 

origins for American children. These works, in their newness to students, helped establish 

intensity in rehearsals that El Sistema-inspired programs aim to create. Finally, these 

songs and arrangements served as models for developing bel canto tone that are the heart 

of the best practices among American children’s choirs as taught and written about by 

Jean Ashworth Bartle, Helen Kemp, Henry Leck, and Doreen Rao. 
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CHAPTER 4: BEST PRACTICES FROM JEAN ASHWORTH BARTLE, HELEN 
KEMP, HENRY LECK, AND DOREEN RAO 

“Because the genre’s greatest growth began in the mid-twentieth century, 
the conductors who inspired the period of increasing interest in children’s 
choirs continue to be the leaders in the field. These influential conductors . 
. . are Jean Ashworth Bartle, Helen Kemp, Henry Leck, and Doreen 
Rao.”117 

Several civic children’s choirs across the United States have adopted El Sistema-

philosophy practices to reach children in their communities despite socio-economic 

challenges. Many more children’s choirs use Kodály pedagogy to ensure music literacy 

education reinforces their choristers’ progressions through their ensembles and program. 

However, artistic excellence and understanding the child’s developing voice represent the 

most basic and central elements to choral outreach. Bartle, Kemp, Leck and Rao 

established their reputations and influence by developing the sounds of children’s voices 

to new musical heights. 

I have had opportunities to meet and learn from those four experts throughout my 

career. Bartle coached my first children’s chorus ensemble in a festival in New York in 

2006. Kemp taught a seminar on children's choirs during my undergraduate years at 

Northwestern University. Leck worked with my Landon School students and me in two 

Carnegie Hall festivals, 2002 and 2009; I managed the children’s honor chorus he led in 
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Fairfax in 2014, and I served as his accompanist for a boy choir festival in Baltimore in 

2016. Doreen Rao, who received the Robert Shaw Lifetime Achievement in Choral 

Music Award from ACDA in 2018, mentored me through her Choral Music Experience 

program; her protégé, Joan Gregoryk, founded the Children’s Chorus of Washington for 

which I worked 2006-2014. 

Potter’s dissertation was the first to collect in one document the backgrounds, 

teaching philosophies, vocal production ideals, rehearsal techniques, and repertoire 

priorities of Bartle, Kemp, Leck and Rao.118 Melissa M. Mills, a music educator whose 

research focuses on the influence of music participation on students’ musical identities, 

published the results of her 10-year narrative inquiry project. Her two-volume collection 

of the educational philosophies of 23 expert children’s choir directors includes the latest 

reflections from the four experts whose work I focused on in my research.119 Mills’ goal 

is the same as mine: to help children’s choir directors “distill their own philosophies of 

music education, because this will, in turn, result in more purposeful instruction and . . . a 

better choral experience for the singers.”120 

Kemp observed in 2015 that in “the last 20 years, [music for children’s choirs] 

has just expanded . . . there’s so much more to choose from.”121 However, since a 

                                                 
 

118 Ibid. 
119 Melissa M. Mills, Working with Young Singers: Educational Philosophies of Expert Children’s 

Choir Conductors, Volumes One and Two. (Chicago: Gia Publications, 2017). 
120 Mills Volume One 2017, preface, xiii. 
121 Lisa Bassett, “Interview with Helen Kemp,” YouTube Video, YouTube, December 28, 2015, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ftsEvMPWtZ4&t=134s. 
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significant number of leading children’s chorus conductors today still reference the work 

of Bartle, Kemp, Leck and Rao as guideposts to their contributions to the field, their 

experience and knowledge provide a solid foundation for the next generation of 

children’s chorus conductors. 

Each of the experts has presented, written, and spoken about their teaching 

philosophies, rehearsal strategies, vocal pedagogy, and views on repertoire. While there 

are some differences between them, they agree on these basic principles for working with 

children’s choirs: start with the expectation that children can achieve professional level 

artistry; build that choral sound based on repertoire selection, and know the child’s 

developing voice, how to teach healthy singing habits, and how to care for the child and 

his or her voice. 

Expect Professional Level Artistry 

When Doreen Rao introduced the challenge of artistic excellence and children’s 

choirs to the national membership of ACDA in 1980, she observed that “the child reflects 

the composer’s intentions and embraces with unquestioning authenticity and intensity. 

With a skilled conductor, sensitive to the way young people learn, few artistic equals 

exist to this vocal instrument.”122 To attain that artistic excellence, Rao added, 

“Pedagogical integrity must accompany musical competence. Children who have not 

                                                 
 

122 Doreen Rao, “The Children’s Chorus: Instrument of Artistic Excellence.” The Choral Journal, 
Vol. 20. No. 7 (American Choral Directors Association, March 1980), pp. 5-6, 9. Taken from JSTOR, 
https://jstor.org/stable/23545898. 
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been taught well will not sing well.”123 For Rao, pedagogical integrity does not mean 

simplifying instruction for children, be it simplifying musical passages, selecting music 

for easier teaching and less complex musical or poetic challenges, or lowering 

expectations of achievement from them.  She wrote: “It is unnecessary to ‘reduce’ things 

for children. When one thinks through the history of choral music it becomes very clear 

that great composers throughout the ages have respected this artistic medium with 

reverence and delight.”124 

Leck echoed Rao in his 2009 text. “The astonishing revelation that young people 

can truly be artistic can take you to a liberating stage in your teaching mission. Children 

are not just ‘pleasant,’ ‘cute,’ or ‘precocious,’ they can be truly artistic.”125 He concurs 

with Rao, focusing on solid pedagogical approach, quality repertoire, and connecting 

with children with enthusiasm, language, and imagery to which they can relate. He wrote, 

“Choirs should provide high quality choral music instruction and performance 

opportunities for singers of all backgrounds. They should foster personal and social 

growth and promote a sense of self-esteem, accomplishment, and pride.”126 

Bartle makes the same argument for artistic excellence with children. Her 

pedagogical expertise started with teaching “all subjects, including music,”127 to 

elementary school children in Toronto Public Schools in 1966. She also led children’s 
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124 Ibid., 9. 
125 Leck 2009, 6. 
126 Ibid., 7. 
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choirs in a church context before founding and leading the Toronto Children’s Chorus in 

1978. Her international reputation developed with the collaborations between her Toronto 

Children’s Chorus and Toronto Symphony Orchestra. This created demand for her 

around the world to serve as an adjudicator, clinician, and author for and about children’s 

choirs. She wrote, “It is the ability of children’s choirs to sing musically, with conviction 

and artistry . . . The ability of the choir reflects the ability of the conductor.”128 

In the United States, Kemp was among the first children’s choir leaders in the 

20th-century both to create artistic excellence with children’s choirs and to teach choral 

conductors nationwide her pedagogical philosophy for the medium. She started working 

with children’s choirs in a church context in 1939.129  She learned the value of relating 

musical experiences to the child’s world as a teacher. As a result, she continually sought 

effective ways to “think through the mind of a child.” 130 To accomplish this, Kemp used 

“images from the child’s world to communicate musical ideas and concepts.”131 But it 

was the experience and exposure Kemp gained as the children’s choir director at First 

Presbyterian Church, Oklahoma City, Oklahoma, starting in 1949, that “eventually led 

her into national prominence as a children’s choir specialist.”132 Kemp describes this in 

her own words. 

                                                 
 

128 Bartle, Lifeline 1993, 25. 
129 Christine Bordeaux Farrior, “Body, Mind, Spirit, Voice: Helen Kemp and the Development of 
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130 Ibid., 41. 
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“Then it happened! In 1949, we [my husband John and I] were called to 
First Presbyterian Church in Oklahoma City, Oklahoma. Here was our 
opportunity to create from scratch a whole school of choirs of all ages. My 
part of the job was teaching children from ages four through twelve. For 
the next twenty years I was the teacher who was learning. It was exciting, 
fun, challenging, demanding, and rewarding for the Kemp team in those 
days of “choral pioneering” in Oklahoma. 

“I was also involved in public school teaching for a while, and later as a 
consultant. I was asked to come to schools and other workshops to do a 
little teaching, just sharing what I’d learned, using some materials I had 
been creating that seemed to work with the children. That began my 
workshopping around the country in all 50 states.”133 

As Farrior summarized, “Kemp’s role as a mentor of the [children’s choir] 

movement, her advocacy for vocal training and music education, her high standards of 

artistry and musicianship, her insistence upon quality song literature, and her emphasis 

upon continued personal music growth” made her “a pivotal leader in the children’s choir 

movement in the United States during the latter half of the twentieth century.”134 Kemp, 

writing for The Choral Journal in 1973, noted: “I am aware that all of us need more than 

enthusiasm to fit us for the task of teaching children to sing.”135  

Build the Choir’s Sound through Repertoire 

The experts agree: they build the sound of a choir from repertoire choices. That 

repertoire must have important texts, solid musical construction, and be appropriate in 

level of musical challenge. Additionally, the music must have vocal ranges appropriate to 

                                                 
 

133 Kemp, in Mills Volume One 2017, 102. 
134 Farrior 1993, 113. 
135 Helen Kemp, “The Children’s Choir in Historic Procession,” The Choral Journal 14, No. 4 

(American Choral Directors Association, December 1973): 10–11. Taken from JSTOR, 
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the ensemble, and the musical and poetic content must be suitable for the choir and its 

audience. With these carefully selected pieces, music educators then need a mental image 

of their ideal choral sound before the children sing a note. 

Regardless of the ability level of the choir for which Kemp programmed, her goal 

was to make sure each child is involved emotionally, mentally, and physically.136 “Kemp 

typically maintains five musical selections in various stages of preparation . . . [to] keep 

singers interested in rehearsal and [balanced] between the dimensions of the singing 

process.”137 In Kemp’s own words: “When I write music or when I choose a piece for 

one of my choirs, I’m careful to consider these questions: ‘What is in the piece, what are 

we saying?’ ‘What will the children get out of it?’ . . . I found that the children could take 

on much bigger concepts than we gave them credit for.”138 

Bartle also connected repertoire with choirs carefully. She wrote: “The point . . . 

is to choose repertoire that the choir can sing well. Simple things sung exquisitely are far 

better than difficult things done badly. Know what your choir is capable of and raise the 

standards from there.”139 In Sound Advice, she clarified: “The selection of song material   

. . . and the voice the children hear singing it are probably the most important factors in 

developing the child’s singing voice.”140 In her chapter in Mills, she spoke to the quality 

of repertoire as well as the well-established concept that conductors advocate for 
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composers: “The singers have to have the ability to change the color and timbre of the 

sound depending on the music they’re singing. The color is different if they’re singing 

Bach than if they’re singing Brahms.”141 

Rao reflected on the need for repertoire to drive artistry and musicianship. She 

said: “Technical challenges work themselves out when the singers are meaningfully 

engaged in the music . . . Vocal skills that are taught in the musical context of the 

repertoire are more likely to transfer into a new musical context than skills taught as 

technical exercises in isolation from the context of the musical repertoire.”142 

Leck’s checklist for choosing repertoire143 resonated with me, in large part 

because he advocates for a broader variety of genres, cultures and styles from which to 

draw his repertoire choices.  “The most important aspect of choosing repertoire is to 

know your ensemble,” he wrote.144 In noting that music be suitable for the singers, he 

starts with text “that will uplift the human spirit” while taking care to demonstrate “social 

and religious sensitivity.”145 He challenges directors to look at repertoire based on their 

ensembles’ vocal abilities, including ranges and intervallic leaps.146 Like all four experts, 

Leck asks that repertoire have relevant musicianship skills for the ensemble singing it. 
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Where Bartle, Kemp, and Rao advocate for and promote multi-cultural repertoire,147 

Leck is intentional advising children’s choir directors to explore music from many 

cultures as well as many styles. “Be open to different styles and genres of music,” Leck 

advocated.148 While folksongs best serve “curricular considerations for preparatory 

musicianship,”149 he believes  “[i]t is important to offer a variety of styles to encourage 

children’s musical growth . . . Singers need to sing the best of every style” as a means to 

garner trust from American choristers, who represent diverse cultures, heritage, and life 

experiences.150 

In my chapter on Kodály pedagogy, I listed and analyzed four pieces that Sing 

Out! learned during its inaugural semester. The analysis there focused on melodic and 

rhythmic concepts that could be extracted from each piece to teach music literacy 

concepts, with additional attention paid to form.  There was a conscious effort to choose 

music with Kodály principles of folk music, well-constructed art music, and contrapuntal 

or imitative harmonic textures. “Be Like the Bird” and “She Sings,” by composers 

Betinis and Bernon respectively, represented art music, with canon and constructed 

ostinato respectively included in the composition features. Paulus’s setting of “The Water 

                                                 
 

147 Rao, Dolloff and Prodan, 1993, 8: “In a choral classroom, stylistically diverse and distinctive 
repertoire forms the centerpiece of instruction.” Bartle 2012, 28: “During the last twenty years, many 
composers have written music for treble choirs that covers a great variety of styles . . . jazz, gospel, bebop, 
pop, and many forms of multicultural music. This is certainly a good thing.” Kemp, speaking with Bassett 
2015 (YouTube): “I think every choir ought to introduce some of the great composers, like a Handel and a 
Bach. But, at a level at which the children can sing it.” 

148 Leck 2009, 72. 
149 Ibid. 
150 Ibid. 
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is Wide” represented one aspect of American folk music culture. “I Opened My Mouth to 

the Lord” as transcribed by Wise represented the African-American spiritual. 

In teaching those selections to middle school students, discussion of text and 

poetry was an integral part of the musical teaching. All four experts support this 

foundational process. For example, the Victor Hugo poem Abbie Betinis set in “Be Like 

the Bird” was connected to her own note to performers and conductors at the bottom of 

the page: “This canon was composed in 2009, just after I’d completed cancer treatment 

for the second time . . . This particular canon, inspired by my own struggle, is dedicated 

to High Rocks for Girls, an innovative school for middle and high school girls . . . in the 

mountains of rural West Virginia.”151 Using Raymond Wise’s transcription of the 

spiritual “I Opened My Mouth to the Lord”152 became opportunity to review the history 

of African-American spirituals in addition to experimenting with a darker, richer tone 

developed by raising the soft palette while singing with an almost “oo” mouth opening.153  

Teaching choral music to children requires analyzing and knowing each score and 

having a fundamental understanding of how the text is set with specific musical devices, 

be it assigning a musical motive, text painting with a large intervallic ascending leap, or 

using repetition and imitative entries. It starts with analysis described in Chapter Three 

                                                 
 

151 Abbie Betinis, Be like the Bird: A Round in Five Parts, Sheet Music. (Minneapolis, MN: Abbie 
Betinis Music Company, 2009). 

152 Raymond Wise, I Opened My Mouth to the Lord, Sheet Music. (Columbus, OH: Raise 
Publishing Company, 2004). 

153 Raymond Wise, “Teaching music from the Spiritual and Gospel Tradition.” Lecture, Choral 
Music Experience Summer Course at Ithaca College, Ithaca, NY, June 24-28, 2013. 
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for musical elements. But adding historical, cultural, and other available contexts as the 

experts do provides choral conductors more ways to empower children to sing with 

artistry and connection to each piece.  

Know the Child’s Developing and Changing Voice 

Knowledge of the child’s developing voice, and how to teach and care for it, is 

fundamental to good choral singing. All four experts discuss with technical detail and 

illustrations in their texts the posture, connection to breath, distinction between speaking 

and singing voice, and finding and exercising the head voice to carry throughout the 

children’s practical singing/vocal range. All four have demonstrated these techniques in 

workshops with participating choristers or directors, as well as with the choirs they led. 

Leck devotes the second chapter of his book Creating Artistry Through Choral 

Excellence to the mental focus, muscle relaxation, breath management, pitch memory, 

and warm-ups to develop a singing tone he idealizes as “spinning, buoyant, and 

relaxed.”154 In We Will Sing!, Rao discusses the same issues, but in language and layout 

intended for students to read and implement. She reviews using the voice as a musical 

instrument, distinguishing speaking from singing; provides warm-ups, illustrations and 

descriptions of singing posture, breath management, and tone production; and, like Leck, 

                                                 
 

154 Leck 2009, 13-64. “Keep the tone spinning, buoyant, and relaxed.” p. 3 
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Rao uses the International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA) to teach the five basic singing vowels 

before relating vowel to pitch.155 

Kemp and Bartle distinguish vocal production methods and exercises by 

approximate age ranges of singers being taught. Kemp lists her overall positive vocal 

qualities to include a free and clear tone, head voice that is developed but not forced, 

secure pitch, management of passaggio to minimize abrupt sound shifts or obvious 

breaks, projection through pure and focused vowel shapes, and a “ring” and “roundness” 

of singing tone at all dynamic levels.156 Bartle, in her Sound Advice, separates working 

with six- and seven-year-old choristers from the development of the singing voices of 

children ages eight to fourteen.157  

For Sing Out!, Leck’s view, advice, and instruction related to the boys’ changing 

voice stood apart from the work of Bartle, Kemp, and Rao.  None of those three wrote or 

presented information to the field about the stages of male voice change, working mostly 

in choir systems that graduated changed voices out of their children’s choir settings.  Sing 

Out! started specifically in middle schools, and to be welcoming to all interested students, 

instruction and repertoire planning had to include a plan for working with boys no matter 

their stage of vocal development or change. Leck summarized the goal he has for himself 

                                                 
 

155 Rao, Dolloff and Prodan 1993, 15-38. Leck starts with a diagram showing vowels with IPA 
symbols and common words on p. 21 of his 2009 text; Leck has exercises for specific vowel sounds, along 
with conductor visual cues, on pages 21 to 52. 

156 Kemp in Rotermund 1985, 66-85. My paraphrase of her positive vocal qualities comes from 
pages 67-68. 

157 Bartle 2012, 5-32. 
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and encourages among directors working with boys in their choirs: “The ideal is to 

encourage boys by having them sing whatever pitches they are able to sing.”158 Leck 

precedes this goal with a summary of some of the major research into changing voice 

vocal classification systems: McKenzie, Cooper, Swanson, and Cooksey.159  

Patrick Freer, associate professor of choral music education at Georgia State 

University, elaborated on the previous research Leck mentions before advocating a reply 

of his own.160 “Leck’s work builds upon the foundational work of Duncan McKenzie, 

Irvin Cooper, Frederick Swanson, and John Cooksey. These four men, all researchers in 

their own ways, progressively redefined our knowledge of adolescent male vocal 

development, appropriate vocal pedagogy, and implications for ensemble singing.”161 

What sets Leck apart is his assertion that boys who sing before and through voice change 

“actively work to maintain that upper singing range,”162 and so he presents his own range 

classification for his students with the ability to sing either tenor or bass ranges (see 

Figure 1). 

                                                 
 

158 Leck 2009, 185. 
159 Ibid., 179-182. 
160 Patrick Freer, “Foundation of the Boy’s Expanding Voice: A Response to Henry Leck,” ed. 

Sharon Hansen, The Choral Journal 50, no. 7 (February 2010): 29–35, 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/23560043. 

161 Ibid., 29. 
162 Leck 2009, 182. 
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Figure 1 Leck 2009, p. 182. 

Using Leck’s ideal to get boys to sing comfortably from what was once head 

voice and could now be falsetto into the changed and lower ranges is an ideal that takes 

time to develop, particularly as it requires work with each boy from before voice change 

and through that process. Because Sing Out! is new and introduces singing to middle 

school students in places where there is not choral instruction in the school curriculum, 

the model that worked more effectively for new students was the Cooksey model as 

edited by Patrick Freer, which starts with singing in more limited ranges centered near 

where a boy’s speaking voice currently is, and which accounts for the presence or 

absence of falsetto. While Leck wrote that “[a] number of people have attempted to 

understand the boy’s changing voice through a system of voice classifications,”163 Freer 

advocated that the opposite is true: “classifications result from our understanding of the 

changing voice . . . [and they] are only helpful if they can assist us in selecting repertoire, 
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choosing pedagogical techniques, and knowing what characteristics we can expect from 

these boys and their voices in the months and years to come.”164 

I attended Freer’s course on teaching middle school choirs at Westminster Choir 

College in 2006, and I have taught choirs, grades 3 to 12 inclusive, at an all-boys’ school 

in Bethesda, Maryland, for the past 25 years. I have found that Freer’s adaptation of the 

voice classification chart (see Figure 2) is most successful in helping identify what any 

boy, especially with no prior singing experience, can sing with success initially.  After 

some vocal and musicianship training, advancing to the models that Leck posited can 

ensue. 

 
Figure 2 Cooksey Six Stages of Male Voice Change, adapted by Patrick K. Freer. Patrick K Freer and MENC: The 

National Association for Music Education, U.S. Getting Started with Middle School Chorus, 2nd ed. (Lanham: 
Rowman & Littlefield Education, 2009) 

 

I adjusted Leck’s teaching on the changing boy’s voice to the circumstances I 

experienced in this project. This variation falls within the scope of independent thought 

that all the experts encourage in a way Bartle voiced in her text: “Each teacher must find 
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his or her own way eventually, but I would hope it will be helpful to share with you some 

ideas, thoughts, and experiences from my years.”165 In the specific context of the boy’s 

changing voice, Leck and Freer have summarized the previous research spanning more 

than 60 years that has led to several voice classification systems, two of which are shown 

in this chapter. Both Leck and Freer aim to “find where [boys] sing the most comfortably 

and find music that fits their range.”166 Freer’s summary has worked best for me for 

many years: “Boys experience the adolescent voice change in a sequence of stages that 

occur at varying rates. The result is a predictable profession marked by periods of growth 

and stabilization.”167 

Care for the Whole Child 

Engaging the whole child in body, mind, spirit and voice requires caring, passion, 

imagination, and persistence in the teaching process. All four experts discuss ways in 

which to bring joy, enthusiasm, patience, and energy into rehearsals so that children 

thrive and bring their own artistry to creating music with you.  Bartle reflected on this in 

her essay in Mills: “When you’re working with children, it takes enormous energy . . . 

You’re constantly jumping in with a variety of teaching techniques. You are constantly 

motivating them. The rehearsal can never be dull or dreary.”168 Rao summarized her 

                                                 
 

165 Bartle 2012, 87. 
166 Leck 2009, 190. 
167 Freer 2009, 65. Freer’s summary about male changing voice, pages 65-66, goes further to add 

information on the burgeoning research led by Lynne Gackle on stages of changing female adolescent 
voices, pages 66-69. 

168 Bartle in Mills Volume Two 2017, 5. 
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work with children’s choirs similarly: “My greatest joy . . . is being an important part of 

the intellectual, emotional, and spiritual experiences that derive from the rehearsal and 

performance of the repertoire. I find joy in feeling the singers embrace the music, hearing 

them command the technical challenges and bearing witness to their commitment to 

convey deep musical meaning to their audience.”169  Leck warns against developing the 

“parrot choir”170 that knows notes, rhythms, words, and sound like whatever model they 

are copying “because they are singing on autopilot.”171 Leck references his friend and 

colleague Eph Ehly when stressing the importance of children’s choir directors 

demonstrating care in the rehearsal and performance process. “We must proactively 

include humanism when we teach. We must inspire. We must connect with the spirit 

within. To do this we must be passionate about what we do.”172  

Kemp’s mantra is the summary of these views: “Body, mind, spirit, voice / It 

takes the whole person to sing and rejoice.”  She explained this philosophy she adopted 

for working with children several times, most recently in her 2015 interview with Lisa 

Bassett: 

Well, that came over many years of teaching. I remember the first time in 
the forum, I always knew there was a physical aspect to your body. But 
also, there’s the intellect, the mental. The pitch depends on thought 
process, and discipline of the mind, that’s essential. For you, for any 
singer, the physical and the mental. And then there’s this added thing of 
expression, of being able to communicate through singing. That I call 
spirit. It’s involving communicating the thought. It’s more than just 

                                                 
 

169 Rao in Mills Volume One 2017, 70. 
170 Leck 2009, 120. 
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knowing about the vocal equipment, although that’s important. It’s more 
than the mental knowing how it works. It’s how you express it. And then, 
the singing. That can be on a very simple level: I use it with children all 
the time so that their whole body is a part of their instrument. But I use it 
with my senior singers that I had here for a while, who were 70- and 80-
years-old. The same thing can apply because it is physical, mental, 
spiritual, and spiritual means expression, and vocal. And it has to go 
together. It just happened to make a little rhyme because I can teach that to 
children and they get the idea of it.173 

Applying these Principles to Sing Out! 

 Working with veteran MCPS choral music educators for the Sing Out! program 

proved very useful in setting up a program that created high expectations of artistry. 

Frezzo and Ryon established reputations for creating school ensembles that performed 

great choral masterworks with nuance and beautiful tone. They both received acclaim in 

their own school programs for teaching sight-reading and music literacy skills to their 

students. And they both came to Argyle and Parkland Middle Schools with the idea that 

singing starts with joy so that meaningful connections with students and effective 

learning could begin. 

During a planning meeting Frezzo and Ryon had with me in August 2018, we 

discussed the aim of this project to include El Sistema philosophy related to free access, 

removal of all socio-economic barriers, and intensity of learning through frequent 

performance and meaningful repertoire. While neither was versed in Kodály pedagogy, 

they were comfortable with the outlines I provided to go from rote to note, to use folk 
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music and well-crafted art music to teach artistry while also preparing music literacy 

lessons, and to be deliberate and intentional in making connections from music students 

knew by heart with the isolation and identification of specific melodic and rhythmic 

elements and how they are notated. 

Frezzo and Ryon also had some familiarity with the work of Bartle, Kemp, Leck 

and Rao related to vocal pedagogy, expecting artistic excellence from the students, and 

connecting to choristers as whole people.  Frezzo used vocal exercises that employed the 

principals of connecting to breath, finding the head voice, and developing pure vowels 

that Bartle, Kemp and Leck detailed in vocal pedagogy writings; Ryon followed Bartle’s 

advice related to vocal modeling from the instructor. Both welcomed my introduction of 

Rao’s Circle of Sound warm-ups that connect sound to breath with body movements to 

reinforce the concepts.  

Having Sing Out! students combine with SCC in a dress rehearsal and 

performance helped reinforce those vocal production concepts while stressing the need 

for professional level artistry. In connecting with Sing Out! participants as whole 

children, Strathmore provided round trip transportation for all participants, provided their 

families with free tickets and uniforms, and scheduled and supplied time during their 

technical rehearsal to eat dinner and get to know each other as well as to connect with 

children singing for SCC. Having one student from Argyle participate in Sing Out! as 

well as SCC during Fall 2018 helped with Sing Out! students bonding with other 

choristers. By Fall 2019, four Sing Out! participants from Argyle joined SCC. 
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As noted elsewhere in this document, one semester of this work was not enough 

for a true assessment of how effective or long-lasting these techniques were. The 

musicianship level and vocal quality of three of the four Argyle participants who 

auditioned for SCC earned them placement in SCC’s most experienced ensemble, 

Concert Chorus. Those three participants, entering eighth grade in Fall 2019, sang with 

Sing Out! for the entire 2018-19 academic year. One participant from Argyle earned 

placement in SCC’s mid-level ensemble, Treble Chorus. That participant sang with Sing 

Out! only during the Spring 2019 semester and was new to singing when she started. 

While matriculation into the SCC was a benefit and commended by Strathmore, 

and while such integration speaks to the revitalization of a civic children’s chorus serving 

students regardless of socio-economic status, the larger impact was the continuation of 

Sing Out! at both Argyle and Parkland, with MCPS choral and general music supervisor 

Murphy volunteering more support and advocacy to encourage additional schools in the 

county to add Sing Out!, and possibly increase the number of schools in the county 

offering choral music education in their curricula. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: IN-SCHOOL PARTNERSHIP MODELS IN PRACTICE 

“Music and art exist, even if what you consider music and art are not present.”174 

  

As mentioned earlier, my start as Artistic Director for SCC in September 2017 

provided me the opportunity to advocate for an in-school partnership between SCC and 

MCPS. Conversations I had with Strathmore’s founding Chief Executive Officer, Eliot 

Pfanstiehl, and with Strathmore’s Director of Education, Lauren Campbell, progressed to 

a meeting January 10, 2018 that included the Education team at Strathmore, Bloom by 

Strathmore representative Colin Brown, and MCPS Coordinator for Choral and General 

Music Katherine Murphy.175  I opened the meeting by describing this thesis and its 

application as an initiative for Strathmore. I highlighted working within an El Sistema 

framework so that there are no cost, audition, or travel barriers for potential participants. I 

spoke about utilizing Kodály pedagogy to shape repertoire choices for the program as 

well as the use of rote learning to establish known songs from which to extrapolate and 

identify music elements. I would include the best practices of American children’s 

choruses as established by Bartle, Kemp, Leck, and Rao. Those practices: students are 

                                                 
 
 174 Lee, from Lee, Haydon, Marquez, Shortall, and Southard 2018 Symposium.  

175 Sing Out! by Bloom by Strathmore Planning Meeting. (January 10, 2018). 
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capable of professional-caliber artistry; repertoire spanning myriad cultures, times and 

places around the globe serve as the palette on which to build a choral sound; and, 

training and developing young voices with the principles of bel canto singing ensures 

those voices can sing many styles of music for many years beyond the scope of this 

program. 

 When I attended the Chorus America National Conference in Chicago June 20-23, 

2018, the conference included a symposium on in-school partnership programs that 

provided more bases for comparison as well as points to consider while helping to launch 

the partnership between SCC and MCPS.176 Representatives from Chicago Children’s 

Choir (CCC), Detroit Children’s Choir (DCC), Indianapolis Children’s Choir (ICC), 

Oakland’s Cantare Con Vivo (Cantare), and the Sister Cities Girlchoir (SCG) of 

Philadelphia, PA, Baltimore, MD, and Camden, NJ, discussed their projects and why 

each of their programs are different from each other.  They also had common experiences 

from which to give advice to other organizations looking to create similar offerings.  

Alysia Lee, Founder and Artistic Director for SCG,177 chaired the symposium. 

She acknowledged that the symposium attendees represent the part of the American 

choral community interested in serving the underserved through choral music. As she 

                                                 
 

176 Lee, from Lee, Haydon, Marquez, Shortall, and Southard 2018 Symposium. 
177 “Alysia Lee was selected as the first singer, from an international pool of applicants, to the 

third class of the Sistema Fellows Program at New England Conservatory. The year-long fellowship 
included a Nonprofit Management track, Music Education track, Immersion Residencies in Sistema-
inspired programs in the U.S., and a residency in Venezuela. Through the Fellows Program, SCG is 
connected to the national movement of sixty U.S. programs and the global community of initiatives 
spreading the El Sistema philosophy and transforming communities.” Taken from 
http://sistercitiesgc.org/artistic-staff, accessed March 29, 2019. 
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asked us why children sing, she said, “Don’t answer. Make sure that you are community-

centric. Think about creating programs that provide children with opportunities. Think 

about programs that represent platforms for expression, platforms for connection.”178 

Lee added, “Schools look for certified arts educators, so that instruction is linear 

and consistent (with the other academic rigors of the curriculum); you need non-arts 

educators who are passionate about integrating arts education into their curriculum; and 

you want professional, skilled artisans to provide authentic music making.”179 

Lee created “a girls-only choir after reading World Bank research about the ‘Girl 

Effect’ in developing countries.”180 She started in 2012, and now serves 450 girls in three 

cities. “I met with the administration of each school we serve,” she said. “I also met with 

the arts staff and school counselor at each location. Together they identify the students 

who should participate in this program.”181 Her program is collaborative in each state 

(Pennsylvania, New Jersey, Maryland) and region she serves. It is community-driven, 

open to K-12 inclusive, and does not require auditions.  

As Lee has established her program, SCG adds school partnerships more 

strategically, starting with master class formats for smaller ensembles. “Support starts 

with the existing full-time music teacher,” she said. “Returning school partners need to 

establish a track record of productive collaboration. That collaboration includes schools 

bearing some, if not all, of the cost of a staff liaison, busing, and meals.  This is on a 
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sliding scale, but schools have to have skin in the game to commit to the work and 

support this program needs to succeed.”182 

 Following the El Sistema framework within which Lee works, SCG ensembles 

perform frequently to generate intensity in rehearsals as well as the insistence on artistic 

excellence.  As reported by Menehan, “El Sistema choirs perform often, with typically 30 

or more opportunities per year.”183 The presentations are not always structured or 

planned concerts; rather, they are programs in which choristers are always performance 

ready. Sometimes, visitors observing a rehearsal becomes a performance opportunity for 

the students. 

 From Lee, I took the El Sistema framework to Bloom by Strathmore’s Sing Out! 

by being free to participants; open to all students without audition, and available in their 

schools to remove access barriers. SCG, now in its seventh year, has established success 

and growth in three cities. Lee can grow her program more strategically, and her caution 

to have schools contribute something financially causes potential participating schools to 

demonstrate commitment and investment to transforming children’s lives through choral 

music education. My project had funding and support through Bloom by Strathmore to be 

free to the students and free to each participating school. Some of Bloom by Strathmore’s 

Sing Out! growing pains will be finding the balance between funding each school 

program in its entirety with asking participating schools to contribute financially. Since 

our initial inquiries for schools to participate met with resistance, we chose not to ask 
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schools to pay to participate.  In the second semester of Sing Out! at Argyle Middle 

School, which started February 2019, we created more informal opportunities for 

participants to perform, such as having them visit the school administration and sing 

repertoire they learned in its entirety.  With three participating students returning from the 

first semester, the more experienced choristers now take opportunities to mentor newer 

peers. 

 Oakland, California-based Cantare “seeks to foster a diverse community of 

compassion and understanding across generational, cultural, and economic boundaries, 

through the beauty and power of choral music.”184 Representing the in-school partnership 

Cantare has with public schools in Oakland was Julie Haydon, who has been with the 

ensemble since 2000. Haydon serves as Director of Cantare Children’s Choirs, a tuition-

free program providing weekly in-school and after-school choral music education for 

over 150 underserved students in Oakland.  She oversees the after-school choir program 

and is the Founding Director of Nova, Cantare’s citywide choir for 6-12 graders. Haydon 

applies her connection with Holy Names University in Oakland, where she earned her 

master’s degree in Kodály music education, to shape the pedagogy for Cantare’s 

children’s choir ensembles. She also serves as a bridge between graduate music education 

students at Holy Names and Oakland schools, mentoring graduate students who 
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contribute to Cantare’s program while providing them opportunities to work with 

students and connect with schools in the area.185 

Haydon, like Lee, worked to remove barriers to access to choral music education.  

As she shaped Cantare’s partnership with Oakland schools, she started with grades K-2, 

growing that program to grades K-5 and now grades 3-12.186  

“I wanted to create a weekly class for students that used a Kodály approach,” 

Haydon said. “I wanted to give students critical exposure to music education, and I 

wanted them to develop a sense of community. I wanted them to develop a culture of 

respect. To do that, I had to meet the needs of every school in which we worked. In one 

school, the participants all speak Spanish; in another school, the music class I created 

shared interdisciplinary units with their history class. This helped me create long-term 

partnerships in schools where 70 percent of the families were socio-economically 

disadvantaged; where 40 percent of the families are non-English-speaking.”187 

“I wanted these students to join after school programs that were all free, all easy 

access, with no transportation barriers,” Haydon continued. “Participating students 

became ambassadors for our program within their own schools, and we provided the 

snacks, buses, and uniforms. What was important for us and should be important to you if 

you start a program like this: you need to create a collaborative concert in a meaningful 

venue for your organization. All events involving these students need to be free to their 

                                                 
 

185 Ibid. 
186 Ibid. 
187 Haydon, from Lee, Haydon, Marquez, Shortall, and Southard 2018 Symposium. 



88 
 
 

parents, and in collaborating with our Cantare ensemble (not a children’s choir), we had 

to be intentional in community-building back-stage.”188 

“We wanted to be an example of choral opportunities for grades 6-12,” Haydon 

added. “It had to be free for them to participate in programs, to sing repertoire with 

orchestra. We found mentors for participants from our collaborating adult choirs, and we 

provided post-high school counseling as well as intergenerational connections.”189 

A unique feature of Haydon’s in-school partnership program between Cantare and 

Oakland schools is the involvement of graduate music education students at Holy Names. 

“Our collaboration with Holy Names is experimental,” Haydon explained. “I was a 

student there, and I put myself as liaison between institutions. Some graduate student 

teachers get exposure through this collaboration during the day. They work with the 

school music director. For the graduate student, Cantare provides staff training and a 

background check. At the schools, we have veteran teachers working with graduate 

students rather than pairing with a novice teacher. This becomes a classroom teach-in.”190 

“Staffing school programs with graduate music education students gives those 

students placement help after graduation,” Haydon said. “This provides Holy Names with 

teacher development, while supplying [Cantare’s] in-school partnership with quality 

instruction at a lower cost than using professional choral music educators. And, Cantare 

provides training for participating graduate students.”191 
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The Kodály pedagogy that distinguishes Haydon’s program connects with the 

goal I had for Bloom by Strathmore’s Sing Out! program.  Haydon’s own background in 

that system, and her continued connection with graduate music education students at 

Holy Names to put that system into practice among participating Oakland schools, serves 

as an ideal and economical way to implement that teaching consistently, even when each 

school program has adaptations to fit school needs.  Loyola University in Baltimore and 

George Mason University in Fairfax also provide Kodály music educator instruction and 

certifications; using graduate students or even continuing education teachers experiencing 

either program can make Bloom by Strathmore’s Sing Out! more consistent in 

implementing this pedagogy. The need to use MCPS high school choral teachers, retired 

or current, superseded the priority of Kodály-certified instructors at the onset of my 

project. 

Lee and Haydon also spoke about using all your connections, and using the 

connections from people in your organizations, to maximize relationships with each 

school. More, they recommend strong communication and relationship with each 

participating school’s principal.  Bloom by Strathmore’s Sing Out! launched because my 

connections to both Strathmore and MCPS created the opportunity.  Strathmore went 

further to have Brown, also a part-time music teacher for MCPS, reach out to connect 

with the schools, two of which signed on for this first-year program.   

Haydon noted that in Oakland, pull-out instrumental programs existed before the 

choral music education program she wished to launch with Cantare. She saw the need to 

collaborate, even have the full-time music teacher in a particular school be the liaison, 



90 
 
 

even if that teacher has an instrumental background. “You want to work together and 

complement each other,” Haydon said. “Otherwise, you end up in an endless turf battle 

that benefits no one.”192 

Bloom by Strathmore’s Sing Out! was not able to enlist the instrumental music 

teachers at Parkland or Argyle as liaisons for the program. We were successful, however, 

in sharing the instrumental music room at each school with the support of those music 

teachers. As the program continues this semester and into the next school year, we will 

work to connect with those instrumental music teachers more by collaborating with them 

on their school concerts. 

Paola Marquez, Executive Program and Operations Manager of DCC, likened her 

organization to a teenager experiencing growing pains.193 “Detroit Children’s Choir was 

started in 2006,” Marquez explained. “We now have more than 300 students representing 

72 zip codes. We have two programs (a civic choir performing ensembles program with 

three levels of choruses, and the in-school partnership program discussed in this 

Symposium), and we want to use the power of music education as a cultural platform to 

unite children of diverse backgrounds. We are partners with the Detroit Symphony 

Orchestra, and we are in partnership with Detroit Public Schools.”194 

“Our in-school program happens every Saturday,” said Marquez. “We want to 

bridge the gap between race and socio-economics.”195 

                                                 
 

192 Ibid. 
193 Paola Marquez, from Lee, Haydon, Marquez, Shortall, and Southard 2018 Symposium. 
194 Ibid. 
195 Ibid. 

https://www.chorusamerica.org/conf2018/paola-marquez
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Marquez, whose background includes work as a composer, psychologist, and 

social worker, has worked with Head Start in Detroit in addition to serving as translator 

for El Sistema Ann Arbor (by the Curtis Center at the University of Michigan).196 In 

describing the El Sistema-inspired frequency of performance in the DCC in-school 

partnership, she described “singing at the governor’s house. We created flash mobs at the 

airport. We made professional recordings, and we worked with artists at a professional 

level.”197 

DCC has in-school partnerships for the 2018-19 academic year in eight schools, 

providing one-hour weekly instruction that is Kodály inspired. They use varied and 

multicultural repertoire, including genres of classical, folk, world, spirituals, gospel and 

jazz. They help create a school choir in buildings where there may be no arts or music 

education activities, and they provide these school choruses the opportunity to perform 

with the concert ensembles of their organization on the stage of Orchestra Hall.198 

SCC is six years younger than DCC. In many ways, the organizations are at a 

similar juncture in growth.  SCC grew to nearly 300 students in five performing 

ensembles during the 2018-19 season; like Detroit performing in Orchestra Hall as 

partner with the Detroit Symphony Orchestra, SCC performs at the Music Center at 

Strathmore as a part of Strathmore Hall Foundation’s Education program. Marquez 

                                                 
 

196 Paola Marquez, from the Detroit Children’s Choir website, 
https://www.detroitchildrenschoir.org/about-the-dcc/faculty-and-staff/paola-m.-smith/, accessed March 29, 
2019. 

197 Marquez, from Lee, Haydon, Marquez, Shortall, and Southard 2018 Symposium. 
198 Detroit Children’s Choir website, https://www.detroitchildrenschoir.org/programs/, accessed 

March 31, 2019. 
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represents an intersection between El Sistema and Kodály inspired teaching. SCC and 

Sing Out! combined to perform on the Strathmore stage December 2018, and they 

combined again in May 2019.  The one-hour weekly Detroit’s program has with its in-

school partnerships is less than the one-hour twice weekly program Sing Out! established 

this year.  

 The in-school partnership programs for ICC and CCC are highly evolved, involve 

thousands of students in hundreds of locations, and represent the largest portion of each 

organization. ICC, founded in 1986 by Henry Leck, “nurtures and inspires student 

achievement through quality music education and the pursuit of artistic excellence in 

choral music performance.”199 It serves approximately 5,500 young people, including 

more than 2,500 singers between the ages of 18 months and 18 years who enroll in their 

weekly, in-depth music education programs. CCC, founded during the height of the Civil 

Rights Movement in 1956, exists to inspire and change lives through music.200 CCC’s in-

school programs engage more than 4,000 students from 85 schools, and it has 106 choirs 

serving more than 40 Chicago communities—every zip code considered Chicago has a 

CCC program.201 

 As SCC and Strathmore Sing Out! evolve, ICC and CCC represent models for 

large-scale connection between civic children’s choruses and the communities they serve. 

Both organizations have continued to grow and flourish beyond the retirement of their 

                                                 
 

199 ICC mission statement, taken from the organization’s website, https://icchoir.org/mission/, 
accessed March 31, 2019. 

200 Shortall, from Lee, Haydon, Marquez, Shortall, and Southard 2018 Symposium. 
201 Ibid. 
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founding artistic director, a challenge facing many American children’s choruses today. 

CCC specifically acts on a mission statement related to El Sistema-inspired programs: by 

aiming to change lives through music, CCC works to be an agent for social change more 

than the choral artistry and excellence that come from rehearsing to perform. 

Pamela Shortall, CCC’s associate director of school and community partnerships, 

joined the organization in 2010. She cultivates relationships with Chicago schools, 

community organizations, families, and public representatives to ensure successful school 

and neighborhood choir programs. Additionally, she oversees student evaluation for all 

CCC members. Shortall shares the organization’s passion for musical excellence and 

creating bridges across Chicago’s communities.202 

 “CCC exists to develop global citizens through music,” Shortall said. “Of the over 

5,000 students in CCC, 76 percent are grades 3-5; 21 percent are middle school, and three 

percent are high school.  Its in-school programs vary. Some activities occur during the 

school day. Some occur once or twice per week on a schedule that is driven by each 

participating school. Schools pay choristers’ fees, their commitment to CCC, or their 

‘skin in the game.’”203 

 Lauren Southard, ICC’s director of outreach and choir programs, joined that 

organization in an artistic capacity in 2010. In addition to a larger in-school partnership 

encompassing more students, more schools, and more geographical area than CCC, 

                                                 
 

202 Pamela Shortall biography, taken from Chorus America website: 
https://www.chorusamerica.org/conf2018/pamela-shortall, accessed March 29, 2019 

203 Shortall, from Lee, Haydon, Marquez, Shortall, and Southard 2018 Symposium.. 

https://www.chorusamerica.org/conf2018/pamela-shortall
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Southard created Jubilate in 2013, ICC’s choir for children with special needs. Southard 

also presents musical education workshops to public and private schools throughout 

central Indiana through the ICC’s Innovations program.204 

 Southard listed many programs that represent in-school partnerships with ICC.  

Their Early Childhood Program, held at ICC’s headquarters on the campus of Butler 

University as well as several locations around Indianapolis, offers children 18 months of 

age through kindergarten a beginning musical foundation. A Preparatory Choir Program, 

open to children grades 1-3, offers a non-auditioned experience for participants to explore 

their interest in music and singing in an introductory choral setting. This program meets 

at Butler and at six locations around the city. The Jubilate Choir for singers with special 

needs offers children not traditionally able to sing in a choral setting a unique opportunity 

to explore their musical talents.205 Southard added that ICC offers neighborhood choir 

academies, summer programs for children of all ages, and comprehensive children’s 

choir programs in Columbus as well as Anderson area, Indiana. ICC calls its school 

outreach programs Everyone C.O.U.N.T.S., or Community Outreach Uniting and 

Nurturing Through Singing.206 

 Growing SCC and its Sing Out! program to the size and complexity of ICC’s 

offerings will take time, staffing, and investment. Having Southard share ICC’s 

                                                 
 

204 Lauren Southard biography, taken from ICC website. https://icchoir.org/southard-bio/, accessed 
March 29, 2019 

 
205 ICC programs, taken from organization website: https://icchoir.org/mission, accessed March 

31, 2019. 
206 Southard, from Lee, Haydon, Marquez, Shortall, and Southard 2018 Symposium. 
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experiences with in-school programs, especially in the context of a five-person panel 

representing five different organizations and diverse regions of the country, contributed 

to a consistent message from the symposium. Choirs that would add in-school 

partnerships need clear goals; customizable programs; strong communications among 

participants, school administration, and your organization; and financial support from the 

schools you wish to serve. 

Tunstall mentions CCC and the Young People’s Chorus of New York City (YPC) 

as “examples of Sistema-like but not Sistema-connected programs” in the United 

States.207 As relates to this study, both CCC and YPC have mission statements rooted in 

social justice more than artistic excellence.  CCC’s mission is “to inspire and change 

lives through music.”208 YPC Founder and Artistic Director Francisco J. Núñez argues 

that “choruses should strive for both artistic excellence and diversity: the dual mission 

that has propelled me to question the relevance of the children’s chorus in a global 

community—one that is faced with ever-changing attitudes, new trends and audiences, 

and many opportunities for non-traditional avenues for performance and outreach.”209 

 Núñez discussed founding YPC in 1988 as “the Children’s Aid Society Young 

People’s Chorus, which later became an independent organization.”210 “If I could bring 

urban children of different racial, economic, and religious backgrounds to work together, 

                                                 
 

207 Tunstall 2016, 320. 
208 Chicago Children’s Choir website, https://ccchoir.org/about/, accessed April 5, 2019. 
209 Francisco J. Núñez, “Globalization, multiculturalism, and the children’s chorus.” The 

Cambridge Companion to Choral Music, ed. André de Quadros. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2012). 203. 

210 Ibid., 204. 
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barriers would fall and the youngsters would realize how much they had in common. I 

was also convinced that, with proper training, these children could be excellent and 

enthusiastic musicians.”211  

 YPC today includes seven performing ensembles serving more than 1,700 

choristers.  Additionally, YPC operates a community chorus program in two 

neighborhoods: Washington Heights and Goddard Riverside.  Relevant to this chapter, 

YPC has a partnership with New York City Public Schools, offering an in-school 

program to 18 schools throughout the city. The costs, duration, and intensity of each 

program is customized to the school it serves.212 

Only the SCG exists solely as an El Sistema-inspired program designed 

exclusively as an in-school partnership. Cantare started not as a children’s chorus, but as 

an adult civic choir that added outreach to children and children’s choirs to its program. 

The other four children’s choirs have auditioned and defined levels of performing 

ensembles in addition to in-school partnership programs.  SCC and other children’s 

choirs looking to increase community connections have many and varied models for in-

school partnerships to bring choral music education to socio-economically challenged 

areas they serve. I had the opportunity, funding, and connections to try variations on 

those models with MCPS.  

                                                 
 

211 Ibid., 205. 
212 YPC website, https://ypc.org/programs/school-choruses/, accessed April 5, 2019. 
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CHAPTER SIX: CONCLUSIONS 

This research encompassed creating an El Sistema framework, Kodály pedagogy, 

and using the best practices from Bartle, Kemp, Leck and Rao to bring choral music to 

communities regardless of socio-economic status. I aimed to revitalize civic children’s 

choirs across the United States by connecting them more closely to the regions they 

serve, particularly at a time when so many founding directors of those ensembles are in 

various stages of retirement or transition. And I had the opportunity to make this work 

happen in Montgomery County, Maryland, through SCC. 

El Sistema has global traction. Its main features include: serving families in their 

neighborhoods at no cost to them; frequency of rehearsals with a focus on quality 

repertoire from Western art history; frequent performances to generate intensity in the 

learning process, and evolving mentorship from older participants to younger singers.  

The larger aim of El Sistema is to instill hope among the communities served, using 

music as the catalyst and providing the opportunity for children to put forth their best 

efforts in creating something no one child could accomplish alone.  

Kodály pedagogy stresses musicianship and artistry while providing a context in 

which teaching music from rote to note can happen. As with El Sistema, the focus is on 

enduring and meaningful repertoire by which to create art and teach musical skills. 

Kodály believed that singing is the most natural instrument, and the first one to engage in 
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teaching music. He believed that using folk and art music would enrich each child’s 

understanding of cultural heritage while serving as the method to derive melodic, 

rhythmic and formal elements.  

Bartle, Kemp, Leck and Rao agree that building a choir’s sound depends on its 

repertoire; that children are capable of professional level artistry, and that the child’s 

body, mind, spirit and voice must be engaged in the process. These experts have 

countless books, articles, recordings, and conference presentations demonstrating aspects 

of vocal training. They focus on connection to the breath, developing the head voice, 

unity of vowels, and perspectives on working with the male changing voice. They have 

differences of opinion related to the introduction of world music traditions, with Bartle 

and Kemp strongly advocating starting with music from Western art history to develop 

tone and musicianship before introducing non-Western materials.  But all reflect on the 

need for children to connect intimately with the music they present, and America’s 

increasing diversity necessitates a more global representation in repertoire. These 

pedagogues stress the importance of bringing joy to the teaching process to instill the 

desire for a lifetime of music-making for students. 

In the past 10 years, partnerships bringing choral music to communities not 

served by a choral music educator have emerged throughout America. In some instances, 

a specific school or school system does not have music education in its curriculum. As I 

learned about how different civic choirs tailor programs for under-served youth, no two 

programs are alike. But they do share common threads.  
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Children’s choir partnerships find funding so that their program is free and in the 

neighborhoods of the children they wish to serve, which most often is a local public 

school. Over time, that funding includes having host schools contribute financial support 

for the program. The amount of that support is highly variable. It can range from a 

nominal fee the school knows it can afford to the actual cost per student for the program 

to include instruction, materials, round trip transportation to performance venues, 

uniforms, and food.   

Children’s choir partnerships need support from the host school’s administration, 

a liaison from the host school and choral music educators invested in reaching children 

no matter their socio-economic status. Performance opportunities are more meaningful to 

choristers when the area in which they occur is connected to the children’s choir that 

creates the program. Most of all, these in-school programs must connect with the 

children’s choir that runs them. They must foster a sense of mentorship and hospitality 

between civic chorus and outreach constituents. 

In-school partnerships bringing choral music education to communities not served 

by a choral program are vital to perpetuating the 2019 Chorus America findings. “Music 

education in schools is key to lifelong singing and the benefits it brings. The majority of 

adults singing today say that they began singing because of a school choral music 

education opportunity.”213  

                                                 
 

213 Chorus America Summer 2019, 23. 
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The main goal for creating this project is to reach children and families with 

choral music who otherwise would not have the opportunity. One area for further 

research is following up with participants over time to see if the benefits of their choral 

music experience match the findings of the Chorus America 2019 Chorus Impact Study. 

As mentioned in Chapter Two of this document, discerning the efficacy of instruction 

through continued participation, and seeing the program through to where participants 

who stay with Sing Out! over time mentor newer participants, is follow-up to this 

research in a direct way.  

Another aim of this project is to revitalize children’s choirs who undertake this 

community connection. Future research can report on the viability of children’s choirs 

with in-school partnerships as they compare with children’s choirs that do not embrace 

this opportunity. All children’s choirs aim to make a positive difference in the lives of 

their students through choral music. These partnerships enable those choirs to make a 

more profound and wide-spread impact.  

Creating connections between American civic children’s choirs and under-served 

members of the communities they serve is possible and rewarding. Choirs that have an 

interest and willingness to serve more of the regions they represent can do this. They 

need partnerships with organizations in their area to succeed. Cooperation and 

coordination with the local public-school district is the starting point. Support and 

collaboration with principals and faculty liaisons at the specific schools hosting this 

program is also vital to said programs having successful outcomes. Knowledge of El 

Sistema, Kodály pedagogy, and the best practices of leading children’s choir directors of 
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the past empowers the customization of programs that bring intensity and seriousness of 

musical purpose; solid vocal training, repertoire selection, music instruction, and 

performance opportunities, and instills joy in the learning process to promote life-long 

singing and its benefits.  While it may seem daunting to find financial and personnel 

resources to support this endeavor, most communities and the local businesses and 

governments that serve them have a vested interest in new and innovative outreach that 

delivers a positive social impact for their area. The work must be customized to each 

specific community it serves. Choirs starting these partnerships need patience, 

persistence, and commitment to forge the program and fine-tune it for relevance to its 

constituents as well as the communities they wish to serve.  

These are the lessons I learned while initiating the Sing Out! program with SCC. 

As part of the Strathmore Hall Foundation, challenging SCC to match its parent 

organization by presenting accessible and affordable visual and performing arts came 

easily. While already a partner of MCPS, working out the details and logistics to 

collaborate on this project took time and resources. Harkening back to Alysia Lee’s 

reminder that music and art exist everywhere, I had to rethink my approach to bringing 

music to schools without a chorus program. With Sing Out! starting at the middle school 

level, being open to popular music that can teach musical elements while preserving the 

ability to maintain healthy vocal production among children can expand the appeal the 

program has in attracting students to participate. I had to use MCPS teachers rather than 

focus on knowledge or practice of Kodály pedagogy, though the outlines of rote to note 

and the use of folk music and art music helped mitigate that challenge. And, because 
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SCC is part of Strathmore and does not have the burden of fund-raising that many civic 

children’s choruses across the country face, I did not have to think about the financial 

resources required to make this project happen.  

The most profound impact this research had on me, and for SCC, is reflecting on 

and identifying clearly the beliefs, values, and specific goals I have conducting a 

children’s choir program and how that program connects with its community. Tagg 

noted, “Developing a mission statement . . . is tremendously important to define the 

organization to the world, to guide all aspects of the program, to guide decisions about 

the choristers, and to give parents a broad understanding of the organization in which 

their children participate.”214 The largest and longest-serving children’s choruses in 

America use excellence in choral music education as a means toward social justice, not 

choral artistry as an end in of itself. Creating a blueprint for the longevity and relevance 

of civic children’s choruses can be as profound as the impact of my childhood singing in 

a men and boys’ choir: a poor child from a challenging financial and social circumstance 

gets the opportunity of a lifetime because a choir director showed me the value of 

persisting, practicing, and caring.  

  

                                                 
 

214 Tagg, 31. 
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APPENDIX I: SING OUT! BLOOM BY STRATHMORE WITH STRATHMORE 
CHILDREN’S CHORUS, DECEMBER 2018 
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APPENDIX II: SING OUT! BLOOM BY STRATHMORE WITH STRATHMORE 
CHILDREN’S CHORUS, MAY 2019 
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APPENDIX III: PERMISSION AND SCORE, STEPHEN PAULUS “THE WATER 
IS WIDE” 
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APPENDIX IV: ABBIE BETINIS “BE LIKE THE BIRD” 
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APPENDIX V: PERMISSION AND SCORE, RAYMOND WISE “I OPENED MY 
MOUTH TO THE LORD” 

Raise Publishing Company 
197 Monarch Drive 
Pataskala, Ohio 43062 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
March 4, 2019 
 
 
Dear Mr. Wu (Michael), 
 
Michael Wu 
George Mason University,  
Fairfax, Virginia  
Michael_wu@landon.net  
Mwu12@masonlive.gmu.edu  
Cell: (847) 971-0610  
Landon School Office: (301) 320-1095 
 
On behalf of Raise Publishing, I would like to thank you for requesting permission to 
reprint the score/lyrics to our titles “I Opened My Mouth To The Lord” in your thesis 
entitled “Synthesizing Kodaly Pedagogy and El Sistema Philosophy in a Choral Setting: 
A Practical Guide to Connecting Children’s Choruses with Disadvantaged Youth.”   
 
We understand that reprinting the score will be the best way to make references and the 
analysis for your thesis and that the thesis will include excerpts of the work related to 
voicing, diatonic singing, constructed ostinato, and melody/counter melody. We further 
understand a fully-analyzed score of the work will be included in your appendix to 
demonstrate analysis according to rhythmic, melodic, formal, polyphonic, and other 
details. Therefore, we are writing this letter of authorization granting you the permission 
to reprint the song lyrics/score in your thesis.  
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Note that this authorization letter is for use in you thesis only. Should you desire to utilize 
the piece in other published works you will be required to obtain additional permission 
and pay appropriate royalties/mechanical licenses.   
 
 
Pg. 2 
 
 
With regards to reprinting the lyrics/score we ask that you consider the following 
restrictions. 
 
1.) Assure that the music copies clearly display the name of the composer/arranger and 

the copyright date. 
2.) Do not sell or redistribute copies of the music in other formats. 
3.) Provide publisher's information on copies so that others may order authentic copies of 

the sheet music directly from publisher 
 
Title:  I Opened My Mouth To The Lord 
Composer: Raymond Wise (Birth Year 1961 – present) 
Publisher: Raise Publishing Co./BMI 
Catalog Number: RASA223-80 
Copyright Year: 1980 
 
We request that you make a copy of your thesis available to Raise Publishing for our 
archives as we like to have copies of the works in which our publications are included.  It 
may be an electronic copy. If you have any questions or comments, please feel free to 
contact Raise at our Columbus office: (614) 353-8392 or by email 
Raiserecords@aol.com. 
 
Thank you so much for your time. 
 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Raymond Wise, Ph.D. 
President, Raise Productions  
197 Monarch Dr. 
Pataskala, Ohio 43062 
EMAIL: raiserecords@aol.com 
www.raiseonline.com  
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APPENDIX VI: PERMISSION AND SCORE, AMY FELDMAN BERNON “SHE 
SINGS” 

Michael, 
 
There should not be any more verbiage that you need to use. 
 
Thank you! 
 
Grant Haag 
 
From: Michael_Wu <Michael_Wu@landon.net>  
Sent: Tuesday, February 19, 2019 8:45 AM 
To: Grant Haag <grant@wordchoralclub.com> 
Subject: RE: Response to Your Request 
 
Grant. 
 
Thank you. Is there any verbiage beyond "used by permission from the Lorenz Corporation" that 
I need to include? 
 
With great appreciation, 
Michael  
 
-------- Original message -------- 
From: Grant Haag <grant@wordchoralclub.com>  
Date: 2/19/19 9:37 AM (GMT-05:00)  
To: Michael_Wu <Michael_Wu@landon.net>  
Subject: RE: Response to Your Request  
 
Good morning, Michael! 
  
Yes!  That is permissible! 
  
Thank you! 
  
Grant Haag 
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From: Michael_Wu <Michael_Wu@landon.net>  
Sent: Monday, February 18, 2019 8:28 PM 
To: Grant Haag <grant@wordchoralclub.com> 
Subject: Re: Response to Your Request 
  
Dear Grant, 
  
Thank you for your quick response! I already have multiple copies of your three voices mixed 
setting (Amy F. Bernon's) "She Sings." I made markings on one copy to analyze myriad elements, 
from form, to scale, rhythmic elements, intervals, etc. It is that fully analyzed score I wish to 
show examples in my chapter detailing Kodály pedagogy, and the full score with analysis for an 
appendix. If this is permissible, I do not need an additional copy. 
  
Thank you again for your time and consideration. 
  
With appreciation,  
Michael Wu: mwu12@masonlive.gmu.edu 
Doctoral candidate in choral conducting 
Faculty, Landon School: Michael_Wu@landon.net 
Artistic Director, Strathmore Children’s Chorus: Mwu@strathmore.org 
  
-------- Original message -------- 
From: Grant Haag <grant@wordchoralclub.com>  
Date: 2/18/19 6:21 PM (GMT-05:00)  
To: Michael_Wu@landon.net  
Subject: Response to Your Request  
  
Greetings, Michael! 
  
I am the account representative for the state of Maryland here at the Lorenz Corporation, and I 
am glad to help you with the inquiry you have regarding your thesis. 
  
Before we proceed, which particular voicing of “She Sings” were you needing copies of for your 
thesis? 
  
Thank you in advance for your prompt response! 
  
Grant Haag 
Church Music Account Representative 
Word Music & Church Resources 
The Lorenz Corporation 
Phone (Direct Line) – (615) 687-6683  
Phone (General) - (888) 324-9673 ext. 76683 
Email – grant@wordchoralclub.com  

mailto:grant@wordchoralclub.com
mailto:grant@wordchoralclub.com
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