Learn to Sing 4 Free
(Insert Chapter Name), Barbershop Harmony Society
Week 2:  Freedom in the Vocal Mechanism and Resonance
We learned last week that breathing is a natural endeavor, but that singing requires us to be more actively engaged in breathing rather than our daily, passive breathing.  Using abdominal/back control and rib cage expansion to resist the rushed exodus of air from the body is what creates a foundation of support for free singing, or “phonation.”
A reminder from last week would be good here.  You will find this week that many of the exercises herein are on a sustained tone.  Each of those is an opportunity to tie-in the concept of sustained expansion and control of the carriage.  If you are new on week 2, please review the week 1 material so you are caught up on what is on the minds of the students.  Also, please review the student version of this lesson plan, as it includes more instruction that has been abbreviated throughout this reference.
A Little Simplified Anatomy Review…
•  Our vocal folds (aka “cords”) close in various ways:  swallowing, coughing, during exertion.  These examples come with varying degrees of force. (abbreviated)  
•  In a split second, the folds begin to close, allowing for a slight build-up of pressure beneath the folds.  (abbreviated)
•  The nice thing about the above is that we don’t have to consciously control the act of phonation, but rather the supply of air and the resonance that occurs beyond phonation.  (abbreviated)
This week’s lesson is a little longer, so we cannot dwell too long on this technical element, but for some students they need some understanding of the literal action taking place.  For those that try to avoid the technical, the third point should bring them back to earth.
Phonation/Exhalation
•  Let’s break this down to its easiest form…  In a nice relaxed pace, take an expanded breath and let out a long “hmmmmmm,” as if you’re in deep thought, allowing some of that “H” to escape before the “mmm” comes along.  (abbreviated)     

•  Now we’ll change it slightly…  Instead of the “hmmm,” change it to “mmmm, hmmmm,” like you’re in agreement with someone.  Keep the pace nice and slow, like a stage actor might draw out the sound.  If you feel a click in your voice, go ahead and add a brief “H” back in front of the sound, then shorten it until you feel you’re starting freely right on the “mmmm” sound.  (abbreviated)        

•  Let’s put a pitch to this…  On a comfortable pitch, sing the word “sooooo” and sustain for several seconds.  At first, extend the “ss” sound for a full second or two.  Feel how there is no “grab” or sudden burst of sound?  Now gradually shorten the “s” back to what you’d consider normal for that word.  (abbreviated)
Feel free to not only demonstrate a glottal onset, but get the students to, as well, so they know what it is they are striving to avoid.  Guide them through the shortening of the “pre-sound” via multiple repetitions.

Freedom of the Instrument
•  Everything above the vocal folds is an instrument.  As such, we need to allow the surfaces to vibrate freely!  While it looks neat in the movies, a piano doesn’t sound nearly as vibrant with someone laying across the top of it.  Nor does a trumpet carry as much with a hand in the bell.  The jaw, back of the throat (pharynx) and tongue are three potential points of interference.
Feel free to read the above verbatim.  Feel free to repeat it.  Feel free bring in your own analogies and/or invite the students to offer their own.  This overall concept will be revisited through the rest of the sessions, and the term “instrument” will be used to remind us about consistency.    

•  The Throat:  Take one hand and place it in front of your face.  Place the other hand with fingertips on the larynx/voice box.  Blow cold air on your hand, then warm air.  Notice a difference?  (abbreviated)      

•  Let’s apply this open sensation to a pitch.  On a comfortable pitch, sing “Hoooooooh” (as in “hope”) with your hands in the same position.  Do you still feel the “fog” on your hand?  Did your larynx stay down?  Don’t worry about a big booming volume at this point, just make yourself aware of that warm feeling in the throat. (abbreviated)  A-flat below middle C should be a comfortable pitch for men.  A middle C or C# for women should be comfortable for most.

Stress that we are simply going after simple tone creation.  Give them permission to not be creating huge, operatic tones at this point.  We are just making sound in a way that allows for consistent flow of air with a sensation of open instrument.    
•  Tongue and Jaw:  When we speak, we manage to successfully communicate with a surprisingly minimal amount of jaw movement.  (abbreviated)  Demonstrate the minimal mouth movement and also the exaggerated mouth movement we see from stressful singers.  Let them see what it is we’re discussing.   

•  Remembering our general “warm air” sensation from above, let’s sing a simple song like “My Bonnie Lies Over the Ocean.”  While we sing, we’ll place our fingertips on our face near our molars, and our thumbs on the muscle under the chin (part of the tongue musculature), and gently massage both those areas as we sing, allowing the jaw to “flop” or “hang” without much movement. (abbreviated)  Do this with them so they don’t feel silly.  If some start laughing, allow for that.  This is fun, after all.  Same keys apply as above, A-flat or C/C#.  Remember that “My Bonnie…” begins on 5 of the key.  Insert another simple song as desired, “Happy Birthday,”  “My Country ‘Tis of Thee.”
Introduction to Resonance

•  Here’s a secret… you’ve already participated in resonating this evening.  (abbreviated)  This should be an “Aha” moment for the students.  We’ve “secretly” been laying the groundwork for resonance by addressing other technical issues.       

•  But I had my hands on my jaw and tongue sticking out!  I’m pretty sure it doesn’t work this way…  Fair enough.  We can put a tidy little bow on this for the week before proceeding to more details of producing sounds next week. (abbreviated) 
•  The “Inner Smile”:  While we’ve addressed area within the mouth, there is one major element that helps keep a pleasant brilliance to a sound, and that is “the mask.”  Generically, this is resonant space/buzz that is felt more in the cheekbones or even “behind the eyes.”  An “Inner Smile” is a thought to achieve this lift.  Close your lips, but not your teeth.  Smile at someone as if they were across the room and you were trying to be sneaky/flirtatious about it.  (abbreviated)  Again, demonstration and restatement is key.  If you have additional visual aids, feel free to insert them.  Guide them through a few vowels on the same pitches as before.    
•  As if you were thrilled to learn some new information, let out a nice “Ahaaaa!!!!”  Notice how the throat naturally opens, the palate lifts, and the tongue and jaw seem to hide themselves out of the way?  Try it again with an easy pitch exercise… sing “Ahaaa” again and move it down a partial scale of 5-4-3-2-1 (Sol-Fa-Mi-Re-Do).  Remember to expand on the inhale and keep that sensation of expansion lingering.  Consider adjusting pitches to demonstrate how this sensation should be similar throughout the range.
•  Speaking to children does wonderful things to our voice subconsciously.  Go ahead and speak “…and they lived happily ever after,” as if you were finishing a bedtime story.  Did you notice that many of the lifts and relaxations we discussed tonight were demonstrated in our “bedtime voice?”  (abbreviated)  The most important sensations when practicing this idea is the palate lift, smile/inner smile, and lack of weight.  Pitch does not need to be raised to extremes in the speaking voice, nor do we want to cross the line into true “baby-talk.”        
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